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True community champion steps in where the big chains could not or 
would not. A Queensland retailer gives relief to the elderly and 
vulnerable, local producers and unemployed. 
 

Look up the definition of “community”, and you will find “independent 
retailer” in there and it is a good bet Raelene Hopper’s name there too. 

Hands-on CEO of the Hopper Group’s (HG) clutch of five independent 
supermarkets across inner-city Brisbane and the Sunshine Coast, a flower 
wholesaling business, and a meat and poultry supplier, Raelene Hopper and 
her team fronted up to the COVID-19 crisis and further cemented their 
position as true champions of their community. 

Here is how HG Retail achieved a stunning trifecta: helping the most 
vulnerable access fresh food and groceries, providing local producers with 
an outlet to sell their goods, and meaningful work for people suddenly cast 
onto the unemployment scrapheap. 

 
Budget grocery box program catches eye of Queensland 
Government 
What started as a plan to get essential groceries and fresh food to the 

elderly and infirm residents of Aveo Retirement and Aged Care, in homes 
from Tweed Heads up to Noosa and points west, quickly turned into a 
triumph of customer service, logistics and heart that caught the attention of 
the Queensland Government. 

“When Aveo asked me what we could do for their elderly community, we set 
up our operations at the Rocklea Markets in Brisbane – planning, logistics 
and a new website to take orders - and designed a variety of grocery and 
fresh produce boxes to fit every budget,” says Raelene. 

Walking the aisles in one of her stores, Raelene put together five grocery 
boxes based on what her mum would buy: a $50 budget grocery box with 
black and gold home brands and a $90 version containing premium 
brands; a perishable box with cream, cheese, bacon, and other little luxuries; 
a personal care box with face wash and toothpaste, and a home cleaning 
box. 
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Operational in a week, Raelene says, “We had the boxes picked, packed and 
ready to go. Then all we had to do when an order came in was pack in the 
fruit, veg and the meat, and the fresh stuff, bread, and milk, and out it would 
go the next day.” 
 

“When the government found out what we were doing for Aveo, they 
contacted us and asked us if we could expand what we were doing into 
regional Queensland, if and when the state went into Stage 

4 lockdown, restricting all elderly and vulnerable to their homes,” says 
Raelene. 
 

“They wanted us to fill the gaps and deliver our grocery boxes into areas 
where there’s no Coles or Woolies and in some cases, no supermarket at all 
for 300 to 400km.” Working with Kate Jones, Minister for State Development, 
Tourism and Innovation, Raelene says the biggest sticking point was who 
would fund the logistics costs. 
 

“We could deliver to Noosa or Tweedheads out of Rocklea Markets, but you 
can’t expect the customer to pay the $50 delivery fee. Thankfully we haven’t 
gone to Stage 4, but all our plans are sitting on hold in case we get a second 
wave and have to go into tighter lockdown. If it does happen, we can fire up 
that program really quickly,” says Raelene. 
 

Undeterred, Raelene found a logistics partner, a family-owned operator 
called APT Transport, that “like us, just wanted to do the right thing by the 
community, and said ‘if we have a bunch of oldies who can’t or don’t want to 
go out then how do we help them?’ They were fantastic.” 
 

“APT delivers from Tweed Heads to Noosa and anywhere in-between for $15. 
Our deal with Aveo was the customer would pay the $10 delivery fee no 
matter where the home was, and Aveo funded the rest. That’s where we 
were trying to get to with the government. I was trying to show them that we 
can charge a $15 delivery fee if we go to Stage 4 restrictions and the 
government pays the difference. I think we would have gotten there, but we 
never reached that point, and I hope we don’t,” says Raelene. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 
 

Supporting local 
“Supporting local producers and suppliers has been massive for us. We had 
started to change over to NORCO milk, the only Australian-owned and 
operated dairy co-op left in the country. We had been in the process of 
changing over to them and did that pretty quickly through the COVID crisis 
to try and support those people.” 
 

Raelene’s Sunshine Coast team also supported a successful sourdough 
baker who couldn’t open his bakery when the state went into lockdown, and 
all non-essential businesses were shuttered. 
 

“So, we said he could put in one of his stands in a couple of our stores on the 
Sunshine Coast and stock it and take all the sales we put through our 
registers. We didn’t want to buy and resell it. We told him to take the lot. 
That’s easier to do on the Sunshine Coast which has a very community, 
family feel,” says Raelene. 

 

Fresh faces, new energy  
Raelene’s business employed an additional 129 team members to support 
the home delivery and cleaning activities that kicked into high gear during 
the pandemic, supplementing the almost 600-strong team already on the 
books. 
 

“One of the big things that came out of all of this was the new people that 
we employed – they were unbelievably good, just amazing. Those people 
could have gone on JobSeeker or JobKeeper, but they wanted to work for 
their families and contribute,” says Raelene. 
 

One of those people was 22-year-old Nathan Ford, who one week after 
being made redundant as a travel consultant was working with the team at 
the group’s Brunswick Street IGA store in Brisbane’s inner-city New Farm. 

“Living out of home and losing my job was really stressful. All of my 

housemates lost their jobs in the same week,” says Nathan. 
 

He found out from a mate that the Brunswick Street retailer was putting on 
more staff to help with cleaning and sanitising, and he was straight on it. “I 
just couldn’t sit around at home.” 
 

Now part of the team, Nathan says Tracey Mazzaferri is an amazing store 
manager, every day is different, and he loves the team and the customers. 
So much in fact that Nathan has chosen to stay on with the team and now 
has his own section in the fresh produce department to look after and call 
his own. 


