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2020 the spaces between 
 
Welcome to HSWN’s second zine, a self-published booklet where you will find the unedited contributions 
of workers in health care – and beyond – expressing their interpretation and experience of the zine’s topic 
through art, poetry, prose, and comic. 
 
For this issue the topic was “2020 The Spaces Between”. Essentially: the Covid issue. Last year brought us 
one of the biggest public health crises to face our population in our lifetimes, and it has changed the lives 
and livelihoods of workers irreversibly.  
 
One thing we can say about the pandemic is that everybody experienced its effects, and the Level 3 and 4 
lockdowns in Aotearoa, differently. For health workers and other frontline workers, we became part of the 
new categorisation “essential workers” and began to self-identify as such. Essential workers were those of 
us who were still required to go to work during level 4 lockdown, we did not have a choice to stay at home 
and we were putting ourselves at risk for the greater good, often without adequate PPE or compensation 
for our sacrifice. 
 
For a while essential workers were applauded (literally) for our efforts. We got thanked on live TV by 
Ashley Bloomfield, given priority in supermarket lines, and New Zealanders were ashamed that many of 
the workers in our group – like supermarket, agriculture workers and cleaners – were some of the lowest 
paid in the country. 
 
But now, one year on from the beginning of lockdown, we are all but forgotten about. While some speak 
of a Post-Covid era or of returning to the ‘new normal’, for the health sector it sometimes feels like there is 
no end in sight. We are now coping with an influx of surgery and treatments delayed during lockdown, but 
given no extra resources from the government to catch up. Vulnerable populations are struggling even 
more financially in the economic fallout from Covid that is being exacerbated by an unchecked housing 
crisis. Emergency departments, wards, community workers, midwives, are all stretched to the very limit. 
On top of this, we have to fight every day to get our most basic employment rights met. 
 
In this zine, contributors explore the idea of space in relation to Covid-19. Over the last year space has 
taken on new meaning. We negotiated a new way of moving through the world while keeping 2m physical 
distancing, and the emotional divides in understanding and experience as we entered a completely new 
era of our lives. Contributors draw attention to the space created by a lack of PPE for workers caring for 
the most vulnerable, or the space between superficial acknowledgement and actual change in conditions 
for essential workers. They also highlight the struggles for health workers who were forced to step into the 
spaces of need created during Lockdown. 
 
Thank you for reading, hearing our voices, and reflecting with us on the year that was 2020. 
 
Ngā mihi nui, 
Annabel Bennett   



Opinion: Lack of PPE For support workers leaves elderly 
vulnerable 

Published by the Public Service Association, 27/03/2020 

As New Zealand goes into Level 4 lockdown, support workers aren't being supplied with masks or goggles, 
putting our elderly at risk of infection. 

I am a home care support worker. That means that I travel from house to house, visiting the elderly, 
helping them with their showers, baths, meals, toileting, medications, and more. Some of my clients are 
bedbound. Some of them live alone. The vast majority of them can’t walk without the aid of a walker or 
cane. Not one of them is less than 80 years old.  

The nature of our work makes social distancing impossible. I steady an old lady’s arm as she takes the 
perilous step to the safety of her shower chair. I scrub backs, dry between the toes, roll compression 
stockings, wipe asses. There is only ever, at most, latex glove between my skin and someone else’s skin, 
phlegm, urine, feces. 

Earlier this week, I saw a Facebook post – it was designed to explain the importance of self isolating. It goes 
something along the lines of “you act as normal, visit your friends, visit your family. A week later you test 
positive for COVID-19. You are young and spry – you recover. Your 86 year old grandmother? Not so 
lucky.” 

As support workers, we are visiting 15-20 “86 year old grandmothers” a day. 

We’ve been told to “act as if you have COVID-19. This will save lives.” 

I’m sorry Jacinda, I don’t know if I can. Our company hasn't provided us with masks or goggles, stating that 
supplies are available, but if we use them, they will run out too quickly.1 

The Ministry of Health information sheet is slightly unclear about whether or not we should be using face 
masks and goggles. In the paragraph “Supporting people at home who are more at risk of COVID-19," it 
tells us the usual protocols – cough into your elbow, hand sanitize. In the paragraph “Supporting people at 
home who may have COVID-19" it tells us to use surgical face masks, aprons or a gown, and eye 
protection. 

Correct me if I’m wrong, but I was under the impression that the idea of a Level 4 Alert was to act as if we 
are all sick? 

There are a lot of factors I don’t know about. Maybe there is a genuine shortage of masks and goggles. But 
I just don’t see the point of putting the whole country in lockdown if we have support workers travelling 
from client to client, potentially spreading infection to those among us who are most at risk. 

 
1  The company did eventually provide adequate PPE but it was several months after the writing of this article. 



In my company alone, we look after nearly 7000 clients. But we’re not the only company in Aotearoa. 

I have a choice of course. I can obey the mandate of the Government if I quit. But who then will look after 
our clients? Every day I already receive an email with a long list of clients needing cover. We were short 
staffed before the crisis began, and it’s just going to get worse. I hear some of my colleagues talking of 
quitting. They say they don’t feel safe in this job.  

I want badly to do the right thing. But right now, I am lost about what that means. Every day, I worry that I 
am an asymptomatic carrier, unknowingly infecting all of my clients. 

If this is about uniting against this unprecedented situation, we are a vital link to making sure the elderly 
and the community are safe and well. 

 

  



  



OF MASKS AND ANGELS AND THE THEFT OF HOPE – HOME 
CARE DURING LOCKDOWN 
 
By Karen Effie  
 
 
It’s April 2020 and Aotearoa is in its first level four lockdown. It’s sunny and the air is soft with Autumn. I’m 
taking my usual walk and I see an acquaintance on the other side of the avenue. We chat for a while, 
marvelling that we can hear each other so well from opposite sides. Because it’s quiet. We hear birdsong 
and distant conversations from other walkers. We hear the wind. But there’s no traffic, no industrial buzz 
and whine. We decide we like the lockdown, it’s a pause for reflection, and we share the hope that 
humanity can learn from it.  
 
I am a home care worker with an agency. I do home help and personal care for people with disabilities and 
illnesses, in their houses. On day 1 of the lockdown, all my colleagues aged 70 and over were sent home. 
That amounted to about 8% of the home care workforce. That’s a lot of older workers out there cleaning 
and hoisting and lifting and supporting. Next, everyone who was immunocompromised, or living with 
someone who was immunocompromised, was expected to stand down. Home care workers are a 
compromised group anyway. Our incomes are low and precarious even with the great changes brought 
in  recently by tenacious advocates and unions. We are often older, we have dicky hearts and bust knees 
and asthma, and we have had rough lives. We are often immigrants. We often work heroic hours in order 
to support large and complex families. So when immunocompromised workers stayed home, that made 
big gaps in a workforce that was already under pressure.  
 
Because I suffer from none of these things, I keep working. In fact I get more hours because of the number 
of colleagues who were down. We do personal care only, not home help – our clients are expected to fend 
for themselves with meal prep and cleaning. We continue going from house to house, showering and 
lifting and toileting.  
 
There is no PPE. I begin a series of increasingly shitty emails to my employer about PPE. There is no 
response. After about a week, we receive a curt email telling us not to call the office and to read the 
Ministry of Health website. That is all. There is still no PPE. We improvise, supply our own, and develop 
elaborate cleaning methods for our cars and ourselves as we travel from house to house. There is still no 
advice. There is still no PPE. After we go into level 3, some becomes available. I go into the office and a 
staffer throws down the stairs to me a bag of aprons, and ten masks. The need for hand sanitiser is still 
somehow controversial. I am told ‘That’s all they gave us’.  
 
I am tested for Covid due to an ongoing cough. This results in four days off work, and when I am ready to 
return I have lost some of my shifts. This sharpens for me the issue of sick leave and how easy it is to blow 
the legal minimum of five days on a child with a tummy bug. Even a negative test has consequences. 
 
Now it is widely known that nurses are angels. Nurses are the little angelic company of St Florence, 
wonderful women who work selflessly and tirelessly. They are worthy of our applause and our collective 
gratitude. Their jobs are so wonderfully meaningful they don’t need decent pay and conditions or a say in 
their working lives. Marvellous creatures, they get by on weak tea and smiles. Thank you, dear girl, our 
dear essential angel, you saved the life of Boris Johnson and you will be lionised until we forget all about 
you.  
 
Home care workers don’t get to be angels. The applause is not for us. Not that we care, we are even less 
angelic than nurses in real life. We don’t get forgotten because we were never remembered in the first 
place.  



 
The lockdown pointed up the issues of social and financial inequality and precarity. Social pundits briefly 
cast their eyes over low paid essential workers, before their bosses started sacking them. But the pause for 
reflection, in the soft quiet of Autumn, came to nothing. The rush back to ‘normal’ was entirely predictable 
and inevitable. Even in its death throes, capitalism turns in on itself, mutates, and absorbs all alternative 
futures. Oh well, at least the pubs are open.  
 
 
 
 
 



  



I watched a new grad cry today 

I consoled from far away 

Her orientation had now gone 

She was told by the DON - 

‘The COVID crisis has arrived 

You’re good enough, we surmise, 

To take a work load on your own. 

You’ll be right, you have a phone. 

Just call a senior if you’re stuck 

They’ll be free (with any luck) 

We’ll all muck in and lend a hand.’ 

As her head dove in the sand. 

And so, they wiped away their tears 

They thought of registration fears 

How could they truly keep their calm? 

If they stuff up, it just could harm 

THEIR PATIENT. 

Meanwhile in upper management 

Meetings with the government 

The pandemic plan they should have had 

Was, at best, pretty bad 

Not enough PPE to share 

Maybe we could recycle here? 

2 metres distance, wear a mask 

But not on wards, they need to last 

We race around, we’re feeling worn 

Please hear our voice 

Before we’re gone  

 

By Alana Whiting 
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