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“We tell our staff every day that they are heroes, and the work they do 
is just as important as doctors and nurses.” 

When Tasmanian households were ordered to go into lockdown on 
30 March due to coronavirus, independent grocers never expected to 
lose over a third of their workforce in the middle of a pandemic 
panic-buying spree. 

Fast forward two weeks and their town of Burnie, 50km west of 
Launceston was the scene of a military takeover of several hospitals 
closed down due to the COVID-19 outbreak and 5000 townsfolk - 
hospital staff and they families - ordered into mandatory quarantine. 
 

“We are in an area in upper Bernie, and the Northwest Regional 
Hospital is about 2km away,” says Maureen. 

 

“The situation was changing daily, and change is hard for anybody. 
Sydney is 73 and hasn’t been allowed to go to work. Our children were 
against him going to work; they were against me going to work. But 
you can’t, when you’ve got a business in a situation like this, not be 
there to lend support and keep it calm, happy, and flowing and keep 
the environment for our staff as safe as you can,” says Maureen. 

With Sydney supervising operations from home, Maureen and her 
team of 17 went into crisis mode. 

“Around Sunday,18 April, they went from 27 staff operating on a pretty 
open roster to losing 10 staff because most of them were children or 
partners of people working at the hospital,” says Maureen. 

“With the quarantine order in place, we flipped from an open roster to 
a team roster. Basically, four team members would work one day, then 
have the next day off. And then the next team would come in the 
following day, and the deal was the days they were off they had to 
stay in isolation.” 

According to Maureen, the team has managed to get through this 
period with no sickness, no one being unwell and no one contracting 
COVID-19. 
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Dealing with the silent impacts 
“The silent impact on our staff has been significant – it really has. You 
keep a watch on your staff, especially the juniors that I was noticing 
would get teary. The juniors we noticed first. Staff were also getting 
stressed as the number of COVID-19 cases started to mount in town. 
Little things would build up, and staff would react where usually they 
wouldn’t,” says Maureen. 

“This business of fighting over toilet rolls was true. Customers would 
come in and argue and would be quite rude. But they weren’t our 
normal customers. We were getting customers from Smithton, 85km to 
the west, and Ulverstone, 30km west of Burnie because there was no 
toilet paper and no rice, no pasta, sugar, and flour. And I think people 
thought because we were an IGA tucked up away, we’d be a great 
source of these items.” 

According to Maureen, since mid-March, they’ve had five weeks of 
Christmas, Easter, and New Year-level trade every day. And with a third 
of the town going into quarantine, Maureen says she expected stores 
sales to go down and deliveries to go up, but that wasn’t the case. In 
fact, it was the opposite with a staff member being positioned at the 
front door to only allow 10 customers in the store at a time. 

“In the first week, it was really scary. By the second week, stress was 
really starting to impact my staff, with some of them accessing 
counselling services through the Tasmanian Independent Retail 
group.” 

Talking to the Independent Retailer in early May, Maureen said it was 
the first week since Burnie went into lockdown that they are 
experiencing close to normal trading conditions. 

 

Our staff are the true heroes 
“Our staff have questioned the government giving a supplement to 
unemployed. Some of our girls don’t even earn that a week, let alone a 
fortnight,” says Maureen. 

“And yet they’ve stayed with us, they’ve all stood up, which is amazing. 
Because change is really difficult: usually you’ll have staff members 
that don’t like it, and they’ll kick up a little bit. But there’s been none of 
that. 

“I tell them we’re living in history –you’ll be able to tell your kids and 
your grandkids. You try and give it that healthy spin.” 

 

 

 


