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WE MUST ALL PLAY A ROLE OR PAY HEFTY PRICE 

  

2020 was heralded in with a New Year’s Eve marked by tragedy. A bushfire 

ripped through the New South Wales town of Cobargo taking the lives of three 

people along with razing dozens of homes and much of the main street. It 

became emblematic of the summer’s bushfires which together represent the 

largest fire event in our history. Yet who could have imagined the devastating 

scenes of people sheltering in Mallacoota, Batemans Bay and up and down 

most of our coast were a prelude to another crisis that would soon hit. 

  

I remember clearly the night of 11 September 2001. Late in the evening what 

appeared on the TV in breaking late night news reports was the extraordinary 

image of smoke billowing from one of the Twin Towers of the World Trade 

Centre in New York. A plane had crashed into the building, the immediate 

speculation was of a terrible accident. Yet in a matter of moments a second 

plane had hit the other tower, and the term 9/11 would become immortalised for 

all the tragedy that day brought the globe. 

  

That moment our world changed forever. I barely slept that night as I watched, 

like so many Australians, this horrendous event play out. This was an era 

before social media and the 24/7 news cycle. The sheer fact the regular thirty 

minute late night news bulletin kept rolling was just a small insight into how this 



event changed so much. 

  

Since that day, I have steadfastly held the belief that 9/11 would be the most 

significant historical event that I would live through. But as we look at what’s 

playing out in the world right now with the spread of the coronavirus, the loss of 

life in the United States has now surpassed the casualties of 9/11, with more 

than 40,000 deaths worldwide, it feels a lot like a new definition of 

unprecedented is being etched in the history books under the name COVID-19. 

  

The coronavirus has radically changed our lives, almost overnight, in a way that 

Australia has not experienced since the Second World War. 

  

Beaches are closed. Public gatherings are reduced to just two people. Kids are 

at home when they would otherwise be enjoying holiday activities and 

sleepovers. And when normally we would be gripped by the opening chapters 

of the familiar narrative of the winter – the fortunes of the blue and white hoops 

– instead there is only silence at Kardinia Park and fields across the nation. 

  

Those of us who can are working from home. As our hearts break, we watch 

others who run our favourite shops make the devastating decision to close their 

doors. And for thousands who have been stood down from work we see them 

queue outside the offices of Centrelink in a modern version of those grainy 

black and white photos from the Depression that we thought only lived in the 

history books. 

  

Yet social distancing is what we must do. It is the key measure that stands 

between our existing life in Geelong and the horrors we have seen in Milan and 

Madrid. These are modern cities with modern health systems in modern 

democracies like our own. And yet the break-down of their hospitals in the face 

of the coronavirus onslaught has seen decisions made which challenge the 

basic assumptions of what it is to live in the developed world. People who had 

years left to live were being sent home to die without proper healthcare 

because the system simply could not cope. 



  

We cannot allow that to happen here. 

  

This is serious. Abiding by the directions of government may not seem like a 

matter of life and death, but it is. Staying at home, other than for the four 

stipulated reasons, is a fundamental matter of civic duty. It is the right thing to 

do, and the decent thing to do for everyone working so tirelessly to get us 

through this pandemic. 

  

And if one of those reasons has you driving along the Portarlington Road, spare 

a thought for the remarkable scientists working in the Australian Animal Health 

Laboratory. This is the best biologically secure research facility in the world. It is 

on the cutting edge of researching animal to human infectious diseases. A 

vaccine for the coronavirus will be crucial to bringing this crisis to an end. Those 

Geelong scientists, working with deadly human pathogens day-in and day-out, 

are at the forefront of this epic global effort. 

  

In the meantime, it is our daily efforts which will make the difference. From the 

panic buying of toilet rolls just a few weeks ago, we have all come a long way in 

understanding what we need to do. The way we’ve all accepted the message 

that we need to stay home and when we need to leave the house practice 

social distancing says a lot about our compassion, pragmatism and common 

sense. 

  

Lots of people are going through significant hardship as a result of this, others 

are adjusting to how life works during this crisis, no one is immune from it but by 

being sensible we can stop it taking hold in Geelong.  

  

While our scientists work around the clock here in Geelong, like only a handful 

of other sites around the globe to try and develop a high-tech solution, it is the 

simple acts of the people of Geelong – of staying at home and going without – 

which is saving lives.  

  



 

It is impossible to know how long this crisis will last. But it is our humble and 

basic sacrifice which will guide us most quickly to that day when we can all 

watch the Cats in person, go for a beer with a mate and get kids back to 

school!  

  

And for all that, we are just bit players, but without us doing our bit, it makes the 

job of doctors, nurses, health support workers and scientists even harder. 

  

This piece was first published in the Geelong Advertiser on Monday, 6 April 

202. 

  
Authorised by Paul Erickson, ALP, Canberra. 

  

 


