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Abstract: This paper maps out the Australian experience with 
COVID-19 infection from late January 2020, when the first cases 
appeared in passengers travelling from Wuhan, Guandong, China, 
through to mid May 2020, at the time of preparing the paper. It outlines 
the evolution of cases from 9 cases at the end of January to almost 
7,000 cases by mid-May, of which 90% had recovered, 0.24% were 
in Intensive Care, 0.7% were in hospital and more than 900,000 tests 
had been performed.

The paper maps out the Government’s response to COVID-19, the 
restrictions imposed and the economic stimulus provided, equating to 
16.4% of Growth Domestic Product. It also identified the fines to be 
imposed upon those who ignored the restrictions.

By mid-May the emphasis was not on “shutdowns” and restrictions 
but on a tempered and rational relaxation thereof with an aim to 
reinvigorate the economy.

On 19th March, the Ruby Princess Cruise Ship docked in Sydney, 
creating the single greatest progenitor of positive cases and deaths 
associated with coronavirus in Australia, which ultimately resulted 
in police investigation and a Royal Commission. Other clusters were 
noted such as Anglicare Newmarch House Aged Care Facility, which 
also led to 18 deaths due to Coronavirus and together with the Ruby 
Princess accounted for 40 of the 45 deaths in New South Wales (NSW).  
The paper also identified other clusters, such as 88 cases associated 
with Cedar Meats Abattoir in Victoria and the closure of North West 
Regional Hospital and North West Private hospital in Tasmania.
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Not everyone respected the lockdown laws and the paper includes 
some high profile individuals, identified as having broken the rules 
and incurred heavy penalties, including a NSW Cabinet Minister, 
who was fined $1,000 AUD plus losing his State Government Cabinet 
position due to contravention of the Public Health Act. There were 
4,500 Australians fined a minimum of $1,000 AUD for breaches of 
social distancing rules.

By mid May 2020, it was apparent that there were definite lessons 
to be learnt from the Coronavirus Pandemic and the paper maps out 
some of these while also pointing out that such lessons will continue 
to emerge from the Pandemic and may well alter the approach to 
Pandemics into the future.

Keywords: Coronavirus; COVID-19; Pandemic; Australian 
Experience; Lessons Learnt

BACKGROUND

The first case of novel Coronavirus (2019-nCoV) [COVID-19] was reported 
in Australia on 25th January 2020 (1), and was confirmed by the Victorian 
(VIC) Health Authorities. The information was conveyed to the World Health 
Organisation (WHO) and was related to a man who travelled to Melbourne 
from Wuhan, Guandong, China, on 19th January 2020 (1).   Three other people, 
also from Wuhan, tested positive in Sydney, New South Wales (NSW) on the 
same day (2).

At the time, the Federal Minister of Health, Greg Hunt, outlined a swift 
response and capacity for testing.  The Australian Chief Medical Officer, 
Professor (Prof) Brendan Murphy indicated, “… Victoria has followed 
strict protocols, including isolating the affected person…” (1). Overnight, the 
Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade (DFAT) raised travel alerts from 
Wuhan and Hubei Province, in China, to “…level 4 - do not travel…” and 
issued a Smart Traveller Bulletin on the virus outbreak, but its advice for 
China, as a whole, did not change (1).

By this stage, Chinese authorities had stopped all traffic from Hubei Province 
and the Australian Government released a statement that “.… all passengers 
on flights from other parts of China will be met and provided information on 
arrival…” (1). Concurrently, information was posted at all entry points into 
Australia for passengers with symptoms on arrival or who had developed 
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symptoms (1). The same release also stated (1), “… Human Coronavirus with 
Pandemic potential is now a Listed Human Disease under the Biosecurity Act 
2015, enabling the use of enforced border measures.…” (1).

At this time, Prof Murphy released an ‘Alert’ statement and advised the States 
and Territories of the risks and relied on an ‘honour system’ for people with 
symptoms, on arrival to Australia, to notify the airline involved or a bio-
security officer, upon disembarking (1).  If symptoms developed within the 
week of their arrival, they were to attend their local practitioner and, if they 
had arrived from Wuhan, they should “… call ahead to ensure others aren’t 
put at risk…” (1). 

By the end of January 2020, there were 9 cases of COVID-19 infection in 
Australia (3) and foreign nationals, returning to Australia from China, had to 
spend 2 weeks in a third country, before being allowed to enter Australia.  

By the end of February, Prof Ian McKay, a virologist from the University of 
Queensland, reported, “… we are probably heading for that Pandemic even 
if the WHO does not want to call it that yet…” (4).  By this time, deaths had 
been reported outside China, including Iran, Italy and South Korea (4).  Prof 
McKay advised people to ensure they had significant “… medication and 
essential foods, such as canned foods, some pasta or food that can give us 
fibre, carbohydrate and protein for 2 weeks, if things were to interrupt the 
supply chain for food…” (4).  It was, more likely than not, comments, such as 
these, which sparked a rush on toilet paper, hand sanitiser, flour, rice, pasta, 
paper towels and caused the supermarkets and grocery stores to limit supply 
to customers, such that they could only take 1 unit of some products and 2 
units of others.  This occurred despite Prof McKay counselling against panic 
buying and hoarding (4).

By the end of February 2020, the Federal Government outlined some of its 
Pandemic responses, such as: cancelling large gatherings; people working 
from home; and boosting the capabilities of hospitals (4). The message was 
that the State and Territory Governments were responsible for: public health 
responses; contact tracing; distribution of antiviral drugs; social distancing 
(including closing schools and work places, quarantining people, cancelling 
events and possibly shutting down public transport); implementing infection 
control guidelines; and protecting people in aged care facilities and institutions.

By mid March, schools, across Australia, were preparing for mass closures (5) 
after the Prime Minister, Mr Scott Morrison, announced the ban on gatherings 
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of more than 500 people (5). The Australian Medical Association (AMA) 
urged Governments to consider closing educational facilities to limit the 
spread of the virus (5). Plans were being developed for remote teaching and 
remote learning.  The Federal Government developed a poster that could be 
displayed in businesses that had to be closed due to the COVID-19 Pandemic 
(6).   Also by mid-March, there was a commitment to social distancing, set at 
1.5 metres in Australia, with commentary that some may need to remain in 
place for 6 months, rather than just a short period of one month (7).

The approach to school closures was not uniform in Australia, such that NSW 
kept schools open until the school holidays in April (coinciding with the 
Easter break) while in VIC schools were shut earlier, although the school 
holidays were also scheduled to start earlier in that state (8). This was in direct 
contradiction to the announcements from the Australian Health Protection 
Principle Committee (AHPPC), which advocated that schools should remain 
open, for the duration of the Pandemic.  This did not happen, although by 
May 2020, there was a gradual return to school with NSW initially allowing 
1 day per week from the beginning of May.  Some private schools in NSW 
opened for full-time learning while, in some States such as VIC, the public 
schools remained essentially shut.

By the end of March 2020, there was a forced cracked down resulting in the 
closure of pubs, clubs, churches and indoor sporting venues (9). The Prime 
Minister stated that this was mandated because of a failure to follow social 
distancing and he warned that this could be in place for up to 6 months. At this 
time, VIC, NSW and the Australian Capital Territory (ACT) moved to shut 
down all non-essential services within 2 days while South Australia (SA) and 
Western Australia (WA) closed their  borders to interstate travellers, insisting 
on mandatory 2 weeks isolation for those crossing their borders (9).  Beaches, 
such as Bondi Beach, had to be closed because of a failure to socially isolate.

On 12th March 2020, the Prime Minister announced a $17.6 billion Australian 
Dollars (AUD) economic plan to keep Australians in jobs, keep businesses in 
business and to support households (10). There were 4 parts to this package, 
namely: supporting business investment; providing cash flow for small to 
medium-sized businesses, keeping their employees in jobs; targeting support 
for those most affected; and household stimulus payments to benefit the wider 
economy.   The actual breakdown of the stimulus is beyond the scope of this 
review.   This was expanded to a total of $189 billion AUD (including the 
$17.6 billion AUD), as a second phase economic plan, equating to a 9.7% 
of Gross Domestic Product (GDP), and representing an “… unprecedented 
action to strengthen the safety net…” (11).
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By 15th March 2020, Australia had 250 cases of Coronavirus infection, 
quarantine rules were tightened, such that all international arrivals had to self-
isolate for 2 weeks (unless they were airline or maritime crew) or transitioning 
to Pacific Islands (12). These rules were to be enforced by State and Territory 
Governments. On 18th March, 50% of VIC school children did not attend 
school; travel advice to the whole world was upgraded to a ‘level 4 - do 
not travel’; domestic travel was still allowed; gatherings could not exceed 
100 people; schools, while open, could not conduct assembly; only 2 people 
could visit aged care facilities (not including anyone recently returning from 
overseas or with respiratory symptoms or aged < 16 years) (12).

March 19th, witnessed a monumental blunder in Australia’s management of 
the Coronavirus and is currently the subject of a Royal Commission, based 
on the arrival of the Ruby Princess Cruise Ship in Sydney, NSW (12).  Within 
5 weeks of disembarkation, of 2,700 passengers, at 6 am on 19th March 
2020, 662 tested positive to COVID-19 and 21 had died (12). That same day, 
Australian borders were closed to non-citizens and permanent residents 
and Australians overseas were urged to return home (12).  The Reserve Bank 
announced a $105 billion AUD boost to the economy and their interest cash 
rate was cut to 0.25% (12). On 20th March, indoor gatherings were restricted to 
4 m² per person, limiting viability of event centres (12). 

On Sunday, 22nd March 2020, the ‘Job Seeker’ payment, for unemployed 
people, was doubled to $1,115.70 AUD minimum base rate and the ‘Support 
Payment’ of $550 AUD per fortnight (12). Sole traders and those eligible for 
welfare could draw down $10,000 AUD from their Superannuation Funds for 
both the current financial year (finishing at the end of June 2020) and the next 
financial year (starting in July 2020) (12).

Because of excessive numbers on Bondi Beach, the National Cabinet 
(consisting of the Prime Minister and Heads of all States and Territories) 
determined that from Monday, 23rd March 2020, all pubs, clubs, cafes, 
restaurants (excluding takeaway foods), gymnasia, indoor sporting venues, 
cinemas, casinos, nightclubs and entertainment venues would be shut 
and, despite schools being advised to remain open, online education was 
advocated (12).  Tuesday, 24th March, witnessed further extension with the 
closure of auction houses, real estate auctions, food courts in shopping 
centres, amusement parks, play centres, beauty parlours, tattoo parlours and 
places offering haircuts requiring > 30 minutes to perform.  The haircut time 
was lifted 2 days later (12). Outdoor gatherings were restricted to: 10 people 
per funeral; 5 people for weddings, namely the bridal couple, celebrant and 
2 witnesses; Australians had to stay home unless for essential purpose, such 
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as work.  Domestic travel to WA, SA and Northern Territory (NT) mandated 
14 days self-isolation and Queensland (QLD) followed 2 days later (12).  
International travel was banned. The following day all non-urgent surgery 
was suspended (12).

By 28th March 2020, the Australian tally of COVID-infected people, was 
more than 3,000, having doubled within 2 days, and all international travellers 
were mandatorily isolated for 14 days quarantine in nominated hotels and 
supervised, including use of the Armed Forces, to enforce restrictions (12). 

By 29th March, gatherings were restricted to 2 people (excluding those 
within the family living together) including exercising together and socially 
isolating (12).  Those aged 70+ were advised to self-isolate, as were those with 
chronic disease or co-morbidities, older than 60 years, or indigenous people 
aged 50 or more years.  There was imposed a moratorium on evictions from 
both commercial and residential tenancies for a period of 6 months (12).  By 
this time there appeared to be a flattening of the growth curve, from 35% to 
15%, with 208,000 tests having been carried out and 3,898 confirmed cases, 
(12) 98% of these tests were negative. 

By Monday, 30th March 2020, the Government announced a $130 billion 
AUD wage subsidy package, called ‘Job Keeper’, providing eligible 
employees with $1,500 AUD per fortnight, paid to the employer, to be passed 
in full to the eligible employees if the employer could substantiate a 30% loss 
of income during the period of the COVID-19 Pandemic (12). This brought the 
economic stimulus to 16.4% of GDP (12). This was also the first day when fines 
were issued by both the QLD and VIC State Governments for breaches of 
social distancing laws (12) with on-the-spot fines of ≥ $1,000 AUD for breaches 
of strict stay-at-home rules, being applied by the States and Territories (12). 

The Police in NSW announced a criminal investigation into the Ruby Princess 
disembarkation on Sunday, 5th April 2020, by which stage 652 of the 5,687 
cases and 11 of the 34 deaths in Australia were directly linked to that ship (12). 
By early April, people were querying the possibility of reduced ‘lockdown’ 
restrictions due to economic pressures (12).   A cluster of Coronavirus outbreak 
occurred in Northern Tasmania (TAS), reported on 12th April, which resulted 
in the closure of 2 hospitals and 1,000 health workers and their 4,000 co-
habitors experiencing enforced isolation for 2 weeks (12).  This traced back to 
a passenger from the Ruby Princess Cruise Ship (12). 
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There was developed and publicised an application (App) for mobile phones 
that were fitted with ‘Blue Tooth’ connectivity to trace and track COVID-19 
contacts. By Monday, 20th April 2020, WA, QLD, SA and NT reported no 
new cases of Coronavirus, despite wide testing (12). On that day, the total 
national number of new cases was 26, Australia-wide, with the average daily 
growth rate < 1%, approximately 70% of the 6,613 cases had recovered and 
approximately 434,000 tests had been completed (12). This resulted in a lifting 
of the ban of non-urgent elective surgery on 27th April 2020 (12). 

On 26th April, the COVID-Safe App was released to the public with stringent 
privacy regulations to identify any contact with a COVID positive person 
lasting > 15 minutes (12). The information was protected and could only be 
accessed by State Health Authorities and was automatically deleted after 21 
days. Downloading of the App was voluntary but the lifting of restrictions 
were tied to the number of such downloads (12).

On 28th April, the lockdown was being relaxed, allowing visits to family and 
friends within States, such as WA allowing gatherings of 10 people and wider 
access to recreational activities, such as hiking, boating or picnics (12).  On the 
same day it was announced that further people died from Coronavirus at the 
Aged Care Facility, Newmarch House in a 24-hour period (12). By 1st May 
2020, the ACT had no new cases and restrictions were further relaxed with the 
emphasis looking towards restarting the economy (12).   NSW stated it was to 
start relaxation of the severe restrictions on 15th May, with further relaxation 
dependent upon the tracking of the Pandemic.

CURRENT STATISTICS 

At the time of preparing this report, Australia had recorded a total of 6,975 
cases of COVID-19 affected individuals with 98 deaths, 6,271 recovered, 17 
critical in Intensive Care, and 50 admitted to hospital.  The number of tests 
for the virus was 909,025 of which 0.8% were positive (13).  This translated to 
no new cases, within the last 24-hours, in ACT, NT, QLD, SA, TAS and WA 
with 6 in NSW and 7 in VIC (a total of 13 new cases Australia wide, all in 
the most populous States).  The majority of deaths, 76 of the 98, occurred in 
NSW (45), VIC (18) and TAS (13), with < 10 deaths in each of the other States 
or Territories and none in NT (13).



104 Medicine and Law

WHY THE THREE STATES

There were 22 people who died who were connected with the Ruby Princess 
Cruise Ship, the latest being an 81 year old woman, who died on 13th March 
2020 (14). The ship docked in Sydney on 19th March and had been linked to 
almost 700 Coronavirus cases (14). The facts and cause of this terrible outcome 
is the subject of both a Police investigation and a Royal Commission.

A nurse and 2 close contacts, all linked to the Anglicare Newmarch House Aged 
Care Facility, represented half of the 6 positive cases in NSW recorded on 13th 
May (15). In mid April 2020, a staff member at Newmarch had been diagnosed 
COVID-19 positive and since then, 18 deaths followed due to Coronavirus 
outbreak at the Western Sydney Aged Care Facility, 2 of the deaths dying 
shortly after having been declared COVID-recovered, as previous tests had 
been negative (16). NSW Health reported 69 cases of Coronavirus associated 
with Newmarch (37 residents and 32 staff) (16).  The staff member, thought to 
be at the root of this cluster, was said to have attended work while contagious 
but symptom-free. The combination of Ruby Princess and Newmarch House 
account for 40 of the 45 deaths in NSW, thereby leaving only 5 deaths not 
associated with either of these and demonstrating the otherwise excellent 
result for the most populous state in Australia.

A cluster of 88 cases of COVID infection were associated with Cedar Meats 
Abattoir in VIC and all 3 new cases, on 13th May, were close contacts thereof.  
The first case, linked to the Abattoir, was diagnosed on 2nd April with the second 
and third cases diagnosed on 24th and 26th April respectively, the latter diagnosed 
at Sunshine Hospital, having presented after a work-related accident resulting in 
a severed thumb (17). Concurrently, 90 staff from a McDonald’s store are being 
tested for COVID-19 after 6 people, linked to the store, contracted the virus (17).

Twenty-three cases of COVID positive infection were linked to the North 
West Regional Hospital and North West Private Hospital in TAS. As a 
consequence, 60 staff from the 2 health facilities were stood down to mitigate 
the risk (18). Concurrent with this cluster, 3 elderly residents, all of whom were 
passengers on the Ruby Princess, died in TAS from Coronavirus (18).

NON-COMPLIANCE AND COST 

Not everyone followed the lockdown rules and one of the highest profile 
offenders was NSW Arts Minister, Don Harwin.  He was seen visiting his 
weekend holiday home, on the Central Coast at Pearl Beach, in NSW, rather 
than his principal residence in Elizabeth Bay, in Sydney. He was fined 
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$1,000 AUD, resigned from his ministerial role and position on the State 
Government Cabinet due to the contravention of the Public Health Act (19). 
The Police Commissioner, Mick Fuller, said “… No individual was above 
the COVID-19 laws…” and Mr Harwin, while still a Parliamentarian, has 
paid a heavy price for his transgression, estimated to be well over $100,000 
AUD after his loss of portfolio, well above and in addition to the $1,000 
AUD fine and public humiliation.

A number of high profile sporting identities were also fined $1,000 AUD for 
breaking the rules.  These included Latrell Mitchell, Joshua Addo-Carr and 
Tyronne Roberts-Davis (all highly paid, professional, rugby league football 
players), who went on a camping trip with 10 other men with 1 of the players, 
displaying absolute disregard, posted a “… video of the alleged trip to social 
media…” (20).   NSW Deputy Police Commissioner, Gary Worboys, confirmed 
there was to be a detailed investigation into the incident (20). The players 
added insult to injury, claiming cultural reasons for the breach, as they were 
all indigenous Australians, despite their apologising for their behaviour. The 
governing body of the National Rugby League proposed a $50,000 AUD fine, 
each to Addo-Carr and Mitchell for breaching self-isolation, although 60% 
of the fine, plus a 1 match ban, were suspended (21).  This was 5 times greater 
than the original fine that had been imposed on another such football player, 
Nathan Cleary, for breaches of social-distancing laws, although this was later 
increased to $30,000 AUD and a 2 match ban, once it was revealed that Cleary 
had been “untruthful” in his disclosures to the Code’s Integrity Unit (21).

These examples confirm that those with high profiles, who flaunted the 
lockdown laws and who were identified as doing so, were subject to 
considerable penalties. Almost 4,500 Australians were issued with fines of 
$1,000 AUD for breaching social distancing rules (22). VIC issued the most 
fines while the ACT issued none, demonstrating that the application of the 
penalty was not uniformly imposed (22).

DISCUSSION

The results of Australia’s management of the COVID-19 Pandemic look 
extremely reassuring, to the point that there now exists a strong impetus to 
move forward, relaxing the imposed restrictions on society and seeking to 
motivate a speedy recovery to enhance the stalled economy. This may be 
premature, as there are hidden factors that do justify reconsideration.
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Many of the countries that have suffered much more due to the COVID-19 
Pandemic, are coming out of the flu-ridden winter months, which have 
impacted on the Northern Hemisphere and which will have exacerbated the 
propensity to viral infection. Australia, being in the Southern Hemisphere, 
has come out of a long, hot summer and equally hot autumn, which may well 
have been protective against flu-like symptoms, as per the COVID infection.  
Conversely, the fear of COVID has seen a significant acknowledgement of 
the need for influenza vaccination with the Federal Government procuring 
record 16.5 million flu vaccines (23).  At the time of writing this report, the 
Therapeutic Goods Administration (TGA) had already released 13.8 million 
vaccines (23). The death rate from influenza, in 2017, was 1,255 in Australia, 
which equates to a 3 month total that is 3 times that of the COVID -related 
deaths, thus far.

Another real benefit of the shutdown was the reduced road usage.  This 
resulted in 60 less road-related deaths, compared to the same period last year.  
This and other such figures are often overlooked within the wider picture.  

Experience with Coronavirus has resulted in far greater appreciation of the 
need for better hygiene, protecting staff in shops and commercial premises, 
better cleanliness everywhere with ubiquitous hand-sanitisers and other 
attention to detail to sterilise public transport and public places.  These 
activities may well protect against the winter 2020 increase in influenza and 
may represent a positive effect of the Coronavirus Pandemic.

The greater emphasis on working from home has been suggested to 
potentially change the way people will work in the future, post COVID-19.  
This remains to be seen but it has the potential to remodel the fabric and 
nature of Australian society.

There are definite lessons that Australia must learn as a consequence of its 
experiences with the Coronavirus Pandemic.   The experience with Ruby 
Princess and Newmarch demand greater focus on potential clusters of 
infection and appropriate intervention, addressed to minimise extension of 
these clusters of infection, may have achieved a much better outcome for 
the total population without the economic havoc that has resulted from the 
closures, job losses and interruption with private commercial activity.

Another real concern is the potential for a second wave of COVID-19 infection 
because the population is becoming complacent and there is a tendency to 
no longer respect to social distancing and enhanced hygiene considerations 
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that have been practised meticulously during the COVID-19 Pandemic.  It 
is for this reason that the government has insisted that it will not relax the 
impositions too rapidly and will offer measured and controlled approach to 
relaxation but it also recognises the unequivocal economic imperative, based 
on the unemployment figures for April having risen above 6%, despite a 
massively increased non-participation rate.  The outcome thus far has been 
exceptionally good but only the future will tell what the true price is for 
the COVID-19 Pandemic.  Australia has sought a detailed enquiry into the 
Pandemic and its origins and, as a consequence, the Chinese Government 
has started to impose sanctions, muting heavy tariffs on grain and barley 
exports and impacting on meat exports from Australia to China.   At the 
time of preparation of this review, the full ramifications of the COVID-19 
Pandemic are not fully appreciated and that may also include marked social 
consequences with muted increase in family break-ups and suicide that could 
eventuate as a result of the isolation and lockdowns that were imposed.   There 
may also be a ‘baby-boom’ 9 months after the COVID-19 lockdowns.    

It remains to be seen what will be the full legacy of the COVID Pandemic and 
it is hoped that the world will learn from sharing experiences.
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