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Community service at the core

ALTONA, VICTORIA
June 2020

With just one idea Hitesh Palta, owner of the Pier St IGA Altona store in
Melbourne’s inner-west, sparked a viral movement that saw retail
giants like Coles and Woolworths follow suit and open their stores
one hour earlier to allow the most vulnerable in the community — the
elderly and the disabled - to get ahead of the COVID-19 panic-
buying queues and shop for their essentials in safety.

“I was watching the news and seeing reports of fighting over toilet papers in
the first weeks of March. The hardest thing was watching our elderly people
standing in queues that were half a kilometre or a kilometre long, only to get
to shelves that were empty of toilet paper and other daily basic necessities,”
says Hitesh.

What can we do to make it easy for them?

Hitesh put this question to his team members, managers, and a few of his
customers. And what they came up with was groundbreaking: “Why don't
we start opening our store an hour earlier and give them a friendly and
quieter environment to shop in. And that worked for us pretty well. Our
customers are very happy.”

That's an understatement. On Monday, 16 March, only one day after
announcing the three-week senior and disability cardholder exclusive
shopping hour campaign on the Pier St IGA Facebook page, the post had
received almost 3000 comments, the news had gone viral, and Hitesh was
being bombarded with media requests ahead of the 17 March kick-off.

Social media post goes viral — Major chains follow the call

“lI was really shocked by the response,” says Hitesh. “My main motivation for
doing this was not to publicise our store or anything. Our main motive was to
help the elderly. And | was really happy when the idea went viral, and
Woolworths and Coles and every other big retailer followed us.”
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Community service a team effort

With Hitesh at the front door on day- one welcoming 20 customers into the
store at any one time, a steady stream of senior and disabled customers
(with their carers) shopped for a couple of hours, with no one waiting in the
queue for more than 15 minutes.

“Some people had tears in their eyes when they saw that we were only open
for the elderly and it was a really good, emotional first day for us,” says
Hitesh.

“Customer feedback has been excellent,” says Hitesh. “They were pretty
happy for us what we were doing, saying ‘we will always support you even
once this whole thing is finished’. And | can see that they're still supporting us
more than three weeks later.”

According to Hitesh, the success of the campaign has been all about
teamwork: “Everybody was proud of themselves for doing this service for this
great cause and everybody chipped in. They came out of their shell. The
group worked extra hard, and stayed back late at night, filling shelves for the
elderly because we really wanted our shelves to be stocked up.”

“We all stood together even in this fearful environment of Coronavirus so
that our focus could be our local community and the elderly.”
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