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Protecting their remote community

ALICE SPRINGS, NORTHERN TERRITORY
June 2020

The native title holders of Alice Springs are the shareholders of the
Lhere Artepe Supermarkets group. And that's a pretty special thing,
says Sally McMartin, CEO and Company Secretary of Lhere Artepe
Enterprises, the parent company that owns and runs the Northside,
Eastside and Flynn Drive IGA supermarkets that service Alice Springs,
surrounding Aboriginal communities, bush camps and cattle
stations.

A town, region goes into hard lockdown

One of the biggest challenges facing the Northern Territory’s remote
Aboriginal communities and its government at the outset of the
COVID-19 pandemic was how to protect vulnerable remote
communities at most risk from the disease.

According to Sally McMartin, CEO and Company Sectary of Lhere
Artepe Enterprises, the Alice Springs-based company that owns and
operates three independent supermarkets under the Lhere Artepe
Supermarkets/IGA banner, Aboriginal organisations drove something
like 800 people home to their remote communities in mid-April.

“In addition to the 280 Aboriginal households that live in Alice Spring’s
town camps, at any one time, there are a lot of Aboriginal people that
come into town to do their shopping and meet up with family and
friends. Getting these folks back to their community was important to
keep Aboriginal people safe,” says Sally.

“The great worry in the Territory would be if Coronavirus got into some
of those remote communities, particularly because of the health
status generally of Aboriginal people.”

Alice Springs notimmune to panic buying, supply chain
disintegration

A couple of weeks behind the Eastern states, Alice Springs
supermarkets, including the Lhere Artepe group, quickly saw their
stores overrun and stocks of toilet paper, powdered milk, tinned
vegetables, rice, pasta, pasta sauces and other staples bought out in
a panic-buying spree that mirrored the metro experience.
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Sally says she has heard anecdotally that panic buying also extended

to the remote outback and community stores managed by Aboriginal
communities.

“When people got their first payment of $750 from the government, a
lot of those folks just went to their outback stores and bought up with
that money, which ran down their stores. And now

the problem had been about getting new supplies into those areas,”
says Sally.

“There was a national round table in mid-April with the federal minister
and Coles, Woolworths, Metcash and significant others, to make sure
that they were providing supplies into those remote community stores
or outback stores, because they don't want people travelling back into
regional centres like Alice Springs to get their food, which is what they
would normally do.”

Sally also participated in a round table with the NT chief minister’s
office. The only supermarket representative on the call, Sally, says
welfare services and Aboriginal corporations discussed what could be
done to ensure food supplies got into remote, vulnerable communities.

When the Independent Retailer spoke to Sally in late-April, she said her
supermarkets’ supply mostly came in from Metcash, with less than 60
per cent of orders being fulfilled.

“It's been difficult for us because our shelves aren’t full either. We
wouldn’t necessarily be able to assist with

the things that need to go into the community because we don’'t have
those items on our shelves. For instance, at that round table they
talked about the need for flour, rice, tinned vegetables, powdered milk,
which are the ones that we have struggled to get,” says Sally.

“We have had to try and source other suppliers when Metcash couldn’t
supply us because they were stripped of supply as well. We've still got
shelves where there is no rice. We've got pasta, but

we haven't got any pasta sauce. We have toilet paper now. And there
was a time there where we couldn’t get any hand sanitiser anywhere.
And we had found suppliers of that now. But canned vegetables, very
difficult. We hadn’t got powdered milk for a while, and long-life milk
was also scarce.”
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Independent supermarkets enhance the local

community

Just how central are independent supermarkets to their community,
especially in regional and remote Australia?

Research commissioned by the Lhere Artepe Supermarkets in 2019
found the group of three stores contributed

$34 million into the Alice Springs community, confirming the group’s
central role in the community.

“Everyone in town uses these shops. We're just not the shop ‘round the
corner. We're seen as an integral part of the fabric of Alice Springs, a
really important part of our community.”

During the panic-buying period, Sally says the stores have added 1000
additional customers per store compared to the same time last year:
“We've had comments from people telling us that they don't usually

o

shop here but, ‘jeez this is a nice shop, | reckon I'll start coming back'.

Sally thinks customers are enjoying the independent experience: “It's
not so rushed; we have a full range of groceries and customers feel
safe in our stores compared to the big chains. Our staff help people
out to their cars with their bags — personal customer service they
perhaps don't get in the big chains.”
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