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Community focused in time of crisis

TOOWOOMBA QUEENSLAND
June 2020

Blue Mountains FoodWorks and Harlaxton Post Office, Toowoomba
150km west of Brisbane Cambooya WoodWorks, Cambooya 25km
south of Toowoomba Oakey Foodworks, Oakey 30km north-west of
Toowoomba.

With panic-buying sweeping the nation in mid-March and the local
Metcash warehouse stripped of essentials, one savvy, independent
retailer in regional Queensland took matters into her own hands and
got creative.

But first, rewind a couple of weeks to mid-February and Debbie Smith,
the owner-operator of three FoodWorks stores in and around
Toowoomba, says a couple of strange, if somewhat amusing,
customer interactions were the chilling signs of things to come.

“A customer paid $20 for a 36-pack of Quilton toilet paper that wasn’t on
special. I've been in retail since 1996, and | could probably count on my
fingers and toes the number of the customers in those 26 years that have
paid full price for a packet of dunny rolls. There’s no brand loyalty,” says
Debbie.

On the very same evening, Debbie says another customer came in and
stocked up on hand sanitiser and cleaning products: “I was happy for the
sales, but it didn't make any sense to me.”

Debbie says once the coronavirus was declared a pandemic, she began to
see consumer behaviour start to change and panic buying set in. “Like most
supermarkets, we're very diligent about what we buy and at what price,
making sure that we're also not overstocking our shelves but that we’'ve got
good stock on hand to serve our customer. But we didn't have enough to
cope with a pandemic,” says Debbie.

During the peak of the toilet paper panic, Debbie recalls a customer
demanding she sell her some toilet paper. When Debbie told her it would be
available on the shelves later that afternoon, the customer said, “No, | know
it's here. | followed you from Toowoomba”. The customer had spotted
Debbie loading up at the warehouse and had followed her on the 30km trip
to Oakey with the toilet paper visibly strapped to the back of her old shop
Ute.
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By Sunday, 22 March, Australians were requested to stay at home, unless
their travel was essential, and at the same time, Debbie was witnessing a
huge change in customer behaviour and the wholesale destruction of the
country’s supply chain.

Never a problem with supply of groceries

Where Debbie would ordinarily order 2000 skews on a weekly basis and
expect to have six lines unsupplied, once panic buying had set in she was
putting in orders to Metcash and instead of getting six lines of unsupplied
stock, it was six pages of unsupplied stock for the same order.

Time to getinnovative

“We found out fairly quickly that we weren’t able to buy much flour. So, we
went to the bulk distributors who normally supply cafes and started
repackaging it so that the customer would have something.

“When we couldn't buy disinfectant, we went to the bulk cleaning
warehouses in Toowoomba that normally service commercial places, and
we bought 20L drums, and we decanted it for customers if they bought their
own jar or if they had a litre bottle, we gave them a litre of commercial-
grade disinfectant.”

When Metcash couldn’t supply Debbie with toilet paper owing to shortages,
she scoured Toowoomba to find an alternative supplier. “A local wholesaler
was able to supply us with a number of pallets of toilet rolls over that time. It
wasn't the best quality; it was called Desire. | don't really know if it was
desirable. It was supplied as a four-pack that we were selling for a dollar per
roll, which we found was quite bizarre because people only buy toilet rolls at
30 cents a roll and that's for Quilton, and much more desirable than our
Desire.”

But, according to Debbie, her customers were raving about how wonderful
she was because they couldn't buy it from the big chains: “In mid-March,
they were saying to me ‘you know, Coles in Toowoomba don’t have any
toilet paper. You've got it. How good are you!™.

“My idea about decanting the disinfectant and bagging flour just spread like
wildfire throughout our network, because it was a good way of looking after
your customers, giving them something they couldn't get somewhere else.”

A collegial community

Debbie says independent retailers are a collegial community that share
ideas and advice; it's not “me or them?”, it's about serving their communities,

especially in a time of crisis.
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