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Independent Retailers Robert Powell, Shane Wilson and Anthony 
Latta, proprietors of the Milton IGA supermarket, in the heart of the 
Shoalhaven, 160km south of Sydney. 

In January 2020, catastrophic bushfires tore through the region, 
indiscriminately destroying human life, homes and businesses.  Local 
traders like Rob, Shane, and Anthony watched their sales and hopes 
go up in smoke as tourists went home and the road in was closed for 
almost a week. Then came the floods. And shortly after, the 
coronavirus pandemic. All in the space of a couple of months. 

 
The management team was split during the bushfires, with Robert stranded 
in Sydney and unable to travel south because the Princes Highway was 
closed for five days due to the fires. 

On the other side of the containment lines in Milton, business partners Shane 
and Anthony and their staff were dealing with no stock coming in to 
replenish supplies, power cuts and loss of communications. 

“We experienced a substantial downfall over the Christmas period, with 
takings down 18.5 over the bushfire period. 

The Princes Highway was blocked, and therefore there was nothing going in 
and nothing going out,” says Robert. 

At the peak of the blackout, which lasted 22 hours, there was a queue out 
the front of the shop 500m long. “We had 10 staff inside with torches taking 
one customer in at a time with a limit of six items per customer.” 

“We had a massive loss of stock - $70,000 just in fresh meat, deli, and dairy 
products. We actually donated a lot of meat, deli products, cheeses, 
because we didn’t want to waste it, and the rest we had to dump.” 

 

The economic toll was nothing compared to the human disaster playing out 
in their community. Many staff and customers had lost their homes, “which 
was devastating, so the whole town was in a bit of a downfall,” says Rob. 
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“Being a supermarket, we were probably best off.” 

The team knew their community needed them helping out on the frontline: 
“So many people were grateful for that, you could tell in their faces that they 
were so appreciative of what we tried to do. Unfortunately, we couldn’t give 
them everything because of the situation.” 

 

Then the pandemic reached Australia’s shores, and again the Milton IGA 
team kicked into gear, just as the team was catching its breath after the 
fires and the floods. 

“Again, stock supplies coming from the warehouse were limited – at one 
point, there was no toilet paper for two weeks, and other tissue and cleaning 
products were hard to get. It was an absolute disaster,” says Rob. 

 

Luckily, they were able to source local produce, meat, and fresh vegetable, 
but when it came to groceries, they had given their supplier 100 per cent 
support. They were relying on their support but were disappointed as due to 
the massive stock shortages, they were unable to supply. This was 
concerning as they were just recovering from the bushfires. 

 

Shane says: “Our lives have changed forever now - social distancing, our 
cleanliness, our preparation - we look at differently. We’ve changed our 
lifestyles and the way we run our business has changed forever.” 

 

Rob confirms: “Our customer base is up, and our business is up even with 
COVID-19. That’s just an indication that we have more acceptance by our 
customers than ever before.” 

 


