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Australian Competition and Consumer Commission 

 
Your Ref. 49259: Woolworths Ltd – proposed acquisition of the Supa 

IGA supermarket in Hawker, ACT 
 
 
I do not consider it in the best interests of the public or of the grocery retail sector for 
the IGA supermarket at Hawker to be sold to Woolworths, or for that matter to the 
other member of the national supermarket “duopoly”, Coles. The proposed 
acquisition should not be permitted. 
 
In this submission I use the term “duopoly” to refer to the Woolworths and Coles 
chains, which together dominate grocery retailing in Australia. 
 
 
Please consider. 
 
1. Woolworths already have outlets at Belconnen Mall and Kippax; their Charnwood 
store is too remote to have much if any effect upon trading at Hawker. Coles has 
outlets at Belconnen Mall and Jamison. A number of local supermarkets are to be 
found at Higgins, Florey and Cook. To create another Woolworths supermarket at 
Hawker will give it an unfair competitive advantage in this part of Belconnen. The 
same remarks apply were Coles to take over Hawker. The situation now contributes to 
a useful balancing of the duopolists’ trading power in southern Belconnen generally. 
 
2. There is no reason why an assimilated Hawker store, because of its geographical 
closeness to the existing outlets, should not in time be closed when inevitably the 
relevant duopolist seeks economies of scale. The expansion of catchments and the 
reduction in the number of supermarket outlets has been going on for decades. Quite 
some time ago the Emu Ridge store closed, the entire Scullin shopping centre has 
been shrinking for years, and Sydney retailers are an integral element of comparison 
shopping in Canberra. The only way catchments will shrink is after crude oil price 
rises brought about by peak oil (which occurred in 2006 according to the International 
Energy Agency) are inevitably reflected in increasing into petrol and diesel prices, 
reducing public mobility and shrinking retailing catchments. Of course, the entire 
supermarket system will be affected also in ways we have yet to countenance. 
 
3. An acquisition by Woolworths will remove a major competitor store from the 
market and weaken IGA in Canberra. This is not a good outcome. We have a 
continued and continuous need for a countervailing retailing power to operate in 
Belconnen, offering competition and a check to the duopolists. 
 
4. The IGA store offers a range of groceries and other items usefully different from 
the ranges at Woolworths and Coles. It is not in the public’s best interests for its 
freedom and range of choice to be diminished by the removal of an IGA outlet. 
 
5. The remaining local supermarkets at Higgins, Florey and Cook may well be 
compromised, leading to further degradation of these local centres. The government is 
having enough trouble as it is keeping some local centres functioning (Weetangera is 
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a good example) without the likes of Woolworths exacerbating the situation by 
simplifying the retailing structure yet further. The more diversity featured by any 
system, any assemblage of interacting parts, the more sustainable and resilient it is. It 
may appear more “efficient” to simplify the structure of the grocery retailing system, 
but the cost of simplification is fragility, and any simplified system is all the more 
easily disturbed and even destroyed by shocks that would have little effect upon a 
diverse system. 
 
6. Another large supermarket in the region is likely to starve small traders at Hawker 
and elsewhere of custom; this is the well-known “Wal-Mart effect.” We can obviate 
the effect quite expediently by simply not allowing the duopoly to expand. 
 
7. It is of great concern that a loss of yet another outlet for Australian brands and 
Australian producers may be in the offing. Yes, the duopoly may well be lowering 
prices but the cost of doing so is becoming increasingly obvious, especially in the 
food and agriculture sector. What the duopoly and other players are doing is to shift 
food and grocery costs onto future generations. While it is entirely laudable to pro-
mote food security for the vulnerable sector of society, the way to promote future 
food security is not to compromise this nation’s ability to produce food in the first 
place, and yet the duopoly are arguably compromising the security of the national 
food supply system by maintaining low prices for consumers at the cost of driving 
producers out of business and/or out of the country. The duopoly seem not to consider 
or do not care where their competition is taking the nation. If they do care, then they 
are evidently unable or unwilling to change their business practices, and this situation 
only increases the fragility of the sector. One aid to food security is not to allow food 
distribution and retail to degenerate into a choice between two semi-monopolists. It is 
through diversity of and choice in suppliers that we balance production costs against 
public need. 
 
8. I have ethical problems with both Woolworths and Coles. One particular problem 
arose out of the Four Corners program some years ago which revealed that when one 
of the duopolists offers specials on fruit and vegetables, it is the grower who loses the 
income, not the supermarket. This is utterly exploitative, unethical and unjust. Surely 
their profits and losses are not so finely balanced that to suffer a small loss for a short 
time in a restricted geographical area leads to bankruptcy. I cannot support this way of 
doing business, and hence I refuse to purchase any fruit or vegetables from either of 
the duopolists ever again. We still have freedom of choice in fruit and vegetable out-
lets, and I freely choose to purchase only from small outlets. Any moves to reduce or 
remove this freedom of choice is a retrograde step and not in the best interests of the 
public or the nation. 
 
 
Walter Steensby 
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