
                                                                                                                     

COVID-19 (Coronavirus) update #2 

19th March, 2020  

 

Citrus Australia is completely focused on using networks that we have built to gather information on the current 

impacts of COVID-19 on the citrus industry, and to advocate for immediate action where required. 

Today we sat in on a meeting with Horticulture Council to share insights and updates with over 20 horticulture 

peak industry bodies, to provide strong communication and unity in the face of this crisis.  

On Friday, March 20, Citrus Australia is holding a COVID-19 teleconference for our regional advisory committees 

to pass on their concerns which will fuel our discussions with government.  If you haven’t already contacted your 

RAC chair, please do so here.  

We appreciate the significant amount of stress that most of our growers are currently facing, and want to assure 

you that Citrus Australia is advocating with the highest levels of government and industry to ensure that citrus 

growers are impacted minimally during this unprecedented event.   

This week there have been meetings between: 

o The Hon David Littleproud, Federal Minister for Agriculture and Water; Mr Andrew Metcalfe AO, 

Secretary of Department of Agriculture, Water and the Environment; and NFF members 

o Daily conversations with the Federal Minister for Agriculture and Water about the impact on 

agriculture as a whole 

o Federal and State Ministers for Agriculture across Australia, particularly to discuss concerns 

around labour availability.  They will continue to meet on a regular basis 

o Stakeholders in agriculture outside of labour including agrichemicals, packaging, diesel etc. 

o NFF corporate partner and stakeholder meetings including Coles and other retailers, telecoms 

such as Telstra, insurance companies, and chemical companies to gather an overview of 

events taking place in their industries, and primary concerns 

o High level business liaison with NFF members from the Prime Minister to the Treasurer’s Office, 

as well as banks and the Business Council of Australia 

o A food and grocery sector forum coordinated by the government 

o An industrial meeting with the Attorney General’s office regarding labour, which will take place 

tomorrow 

o Dr Anne Webster, the Federal Member for Mallee, and Ministers Cash (Employment), Tudge 

(Immigration), Littleproud (Ag) and Payne (Foreign Affairs) on behalf of Citrus Australia’s 

concerns 

o Queensland Minister for Ag, departmental heads and industry bodies in the state to discuss 

labour, and quarantine enforcement in the workplace 

o Citrus Australia has reached out to Ag Ministers in every state to gain a line of communication 

o DPIRD in WA has reached out to WA industry reps for feedback 

 

Supply - inputs 

What we do know 

• In relation to input, approximately 90% of factories in China are active again and are regenerating 

product. 

• There is no shortage of critical chemicals such as glyphosate. 

 

http://www.fruitnet.com/asiafruit/article/174737/new-australian-horticulture-council-formed
https://citrusaustralia.com.au/about-us/our-committees


                                                                                                                     

• We must be sensible about supply, and not overbuy as consumers are doing in the supermarkets, to 

avoid a shortage similar to the toilet paper situation.  Particularly with glyphosate.  There is enough on 

shore if consumers are sensible. 

 

Harvest 

What we do know 

• Citrus Australia is putting a strong focus on how to assist growers to get their crop picked this season, 

with the understanding that harvest has already started in the north. 

• We are publicly putting pressure on the Federal government to minimise the bureaucratic process and 

restrictions involved with approving Seasonal Workers coming from the Pacific, and to prioritise 

finalising these applications expeditiously.  You can hear this on the Victorian Country Hour here, at the 

16 minute mark. 

• We have also put this request in writing to the Seasonal Worker Programme branch, and contacted the 

Ag Department Secretary to discuss this matter. 

• There are currently 140,000 backpackers in Australia.  There are ongoing meetings between the 

Minister for Agriculture and the Minister for Immigration to see if visas can be tweaked to allow 

backpackers to stay in Australia to work past their visa expiry. 

• International students who work in supermarkets have been granted extensions on the number of hours 

they can work per week, to keep up with demand. 

• Vanuatu has temporarily suspended its involvement in Australia’s SWP and PLS for 60 days, pending a 

review, however those already working in Australia can stay on. 

• There will be no waiving of the quarantine period for seasonal workers, as per the update sent out by 

Citrus Australia yesterday, 18 March 2020.  Seasonal workers must self-isolate on the farm, and 

separate accommodation and facilities must be provided for new workers for 14 days. 

 

What we don’t know 

• There is talk on backpacker Facebook pages and other social media sites that visas have been extended 

for them to stay in Australia.  Whilst this is in negotiation within government, there has been no 

confirmation on this.  Citrus Australia has suggested extending visas for workers already in the country 

for 3-6 months at a time, for the: 

o Working Holiday visa 

o Work and Holiday visa 

o Seasonal Worker Programme 

o Seasonal Worker Programme Regional Pilot 

o Pacific Labour Scheme 

 

What we’re working on 

• The government is discussing the idea of extending visas for other people who are not already working 

in horticulture, to assist with this demand.  This has also not been confirmed in any way. 

• We are working with the Horticulture Council, and the Federal government, to decide the best way to 

provide suitable information to backpackers about the current situation, to reassure them that there are 

still jobs in Australia if they would like to stay, and that horticulture needs them in rural areas. 

 

 

https://www.abc.net.au/radio/programs/vic-country-hour/victorian-country-hour/12051974
https://minister.homeaffairs.gov.au/davidcoleman/Pages/more-help-aussie-shelves-stocked.aspx
https://www.abc.net.au/radio-australia/programs/pacificbeat/pacific-countries-up-ante-with-coronavirus-response/12066040


                                                                                                                     

• We are also working on a strong and united voice to advise casual workers who may be now 

unemployed in urban areas (primarily in hospitality), that there is work for them in regional and rural 

areas in horticulture, that will keep them employed for the difficult months over winter.  

• Queensland Health is currently seeking answers to a lot of grower questions, which will be disseminated 

by Growcom.  Citrus Australia will seek to forward this to Queensland growers also. 

• We’ve suggested to government that they could support backpackers who may have been diagnosed 

and need to isolate for 14 days.  We don’t want them travelling elsewhere looking for work and 

spreading the virus, and we don’t want them packing up and going home.  If we can support them 

during their sick leave, they can come back to work when they are well again. 

 

Packing 

What we don’t know 

• What are the details of the 14-day isolation rule?  What happens if a worker in a packing shed is sick?  

Does everyone have to stay home for 14 days?  How do we guarantee safety of our farms, sheds and 

workers?  Policies are being developed on this as quickly as possible, however they take time.  The 

government wants to ensure that you can prove that anyone trying to visit your farm has self-isolated if 

they’ve been overseas, or been diagnosed.  It is likely that this will be a directive from the Federal 

government, and enforced by state governments. 

 

What we do know 

• If you haven’t already, start practicing COVID-19 restrictions in your workplace where realistic NOW. 

o Practice good hygiene and wash your hands with soap regularly, for at least 20 seconds. 

o Cough or sneeze into your elbow. 

o Don’t shake hands, touch anyone else, or touch your face. 

o Practice social distancing (where possible) and stay 1.5 metres away from other people. 

o Communicate to staff via emails, posters, and in daily briefings. 

o If it’s not necessary to be around others, do your work from home. 

o Stop all non-essential face to face meetings, and meet over phone or Skype. 

o Conduct events over webinar. 

o Cancel all non-essential travel. 

o If you’ve been overseas, you must self-isolate at home for 14 days.  Significant fines and 

imprisonment apply for those who do not adhere to this. 

o Lots of information for every state is available on the Safe Work website here.   

• If you already have food safety and biosecurity practices, it should be relatively easy for you to adapt 

these slightly for COVID-19. 

 

Transport 

What we’re working on 

• Citrus Australia is strongly advocating for government to ensure that the roads and ports remain open 

as long as it is safe for the Australian public to do so. The supply of fresh food is an essential item that 

must reach people all over the country, which means our truck drivers need to be able to travel from 

regional and rural areas to capital cities, and we are seeking assurance from the government on this.  

This has been put in writing to the relevant ministers by Federal Member Anne Webster. 

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/mar/17/how-australia-will-enforce-coronavirus-self-isolation-rules-for-overseas-arrivals
https://www.safeworkaustralia.gov.au/doc/coronavirus-covid-19-advice-employers


                                                                                                                     

 

• As per above, workers across the supply chain will need special permission to travel from their homes to 

their place of work. We have worked to ensure the government is aware of the significance of the 

supply chain from the farm, to people’s dinner tables. 

 

Retail sales 

What we don’t know 

• There has been much speculation on the new rule excluding more than 100 people from gathering 

indoors, and how this affects wholesale produce markets.  There are suggestions that it doesn’t apply to 

markets, the same way that it doesn’t apply to public transport.  We do not currently have clear 

information on this yet, but will forward when it comes to hand. 

• Nathan Hancock is in a working group with Queensland DAF to provide input on this issue from a citrus 

growing and packing perspective 

• Citrus Australia will reach out to Hort Innovation to discuss possible promotion of citrus in domestic 

market this season, advocating on the benefits of Vitamin C etc 

• We will also look at engaging a social influencer to run social media campaign 

 

Export sales 

What we do know 

• Queensland DAF has said the export process has been simplified in key ports in Shanghai and Beijing to 

facilitate cargo recovery. Demand has increased in imported beef as the Chinese return to work. 

• Reports are that demand is strong and that ports are managing with demand 

• The food service industry is still under performing in China (potentially globally), however markets and 

retailers are selling through stock as people buy for consumption at home 

 

Government support measures 

The Federal Government has announced measures to support businesses affected by the coronavirus. You can 

access it here.  

 

 

 

https://www.business.gov.au/risk-management/emergency-management/coronavirus-information-and-support-for-business/what-support-is-available-to-your-business
https://www.business.gov.au/risk-management/emergency-management/coronavirus-information-and-support-for-business/what-support-is-available-to-your-business

