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2. Insight of Note by the Department of the Prime Minister and 
Cabinet 
 

Introduction 

The Insights and Reporting Team in DPMC’s COVID-19 Group have examined the use of COVID-19 restrictions 
at the New Zealand air border as a key measure to reduce the spread of COVID-19. This provides a high-level 
overview of New Zealand’s COVID-19 border restrictions and their impact, as well as brief comparison to 
Australia’s border restrictions. 

Over the first 12 months of the pandemic, New Zealand introduced several layers of border restrictions to 
prevent COVID-19 from entering the community. These included closing the border to non-citizens and non-
residents, pre-departure testing, mandatory quarantine in a government managed isolation facility, a regimen 
of post-arrival COVID-19 testing, and vaccination requirements for incoming travellers and border workers. 
These restrictions played a significant role in reducing community transmission of COVID-19 in the first two 
years of the pandemic.  

Though Australia introduced many similar border restrictions to New Zealand across the course of the 
pandemic, effective comparison is challenging given the unique legal context in which both countries’ 
restrictions can be exercised. Evidence indicates, however, that New Zealand was able to delay the 
introduction of COVID-19 community transmission of new variants for longer than Australia. 

Closing the Border 

The New Zealand government closed the international border to all foreign nationals on 19 March 2020, with 
entry restricted to New Zealand citizens, those with a residence class visa, or those with a special exemption.1 
2 This reduced the quantity of people coming to New Zealand, and with it the number of COVID-19 cases. 

Pre-departure COVID-19 Testing Requirements 

Proof of a negative COVID-19 test prior to departure (‘pre-departure test’ or ‘PDT’) was introduced on 16 
January 2021 for those arriving from select countries where the Alpha variant had been detected, and later 
expanded to arrivals from most other countries on 8 February 2021.3 4 The nature of these requirements 
shifted with the development and improvement of COVID-19 testing methods and the emergence of new 
variants. For example, at the start of 2021 initial requirements were proof of a PCR test within 72 hours of 
departure. Due to global testing practicalities, such as PCR testing being less available in many countries, this 
shifted to either proof of a PCR test within 48 hours of departure, or proof of a negative Rapid Antigen Test 
(RAT) within 24 hours of departure. 

While pre-departure testing requirements likely reduced the number of COVID-19 infected travellers from 
entering New Zealand, how many cases were prevented from entering are not known. Preliminary evidence 
from the Ministry of Health in July 2022 suggests that PDT requirements may have reduced the amount of 
COVID-19 infected travellers from boarding an aircraft by approximately half.5  

On 20 June 2022 the PDT requirements for international arrivals were removed. In the week following the 
removal of PDT requirements, rates of arrivals testing positive for COVID-19 increased. In the week ending 3 
July 2022, approximately 4 percent of recent arrivals reported a positive test on days 0/1, compared to 1 
percent prior to the removal of PDT.6 While this may support the estimate above, this rise may also reflect an 
increase in cases worldwide, driven by the new Omicron subvariants.  

Despite this increase in COVID-19 prevalence at the border, the total number of cases detected on arrival is 
much less than the number now being reported each day in the community. By the week of 4 July 2022, 
between 150 and 400 COVID-19 cases were being reported by arrivals per day, compared to a rolling seven-
day average of 7,437 community cases per day for the same period.7 8 
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Vaccination Requirements and Border Worker Testing 

Border workers1 were required to be vaccinated at air and seaports on 30 April 2021, due to their higher risk 
of infection from overseas arrivals, with the mandate lasting until 2 July 2022.9 The vaccination requirement 
was extended to all non-citizen international arrivals (including residents) on 1 November 2021, requiring 
proof of full vaccination from COVID-19, which is a full course of one of 22 New Zealand government approved 
vaccines.10 The vaccination requirement for New Zealand residents arriving from overseas was lifted on 6 May 
2022 as infection risk had shifted from the border.11 

At the time of the implementation of vaccination requirement, vaccines were found to be highly effective 
at reducing the risk of contracting earlier variants of COVID-19, with some vaccines reducing infection rates 
by up to 65 percent, compared to those unvaccinated.12 Though the function of vaccination requirements in 
preventing infection have decreased slightly with the Omicron variant, being fully vaccinated for COVID-19 
continues to protect people against severe disease, regardless of the variant. Recent evidence shows that 
COVID-19 vaccinations have become progressively less effective at preventing infection with the emergence 
of the Omicron sub-variants. Vaccination efficacy against infection with Omicron is estimated to be between 
40 and 55 percent shortly after two doses of Pfizer, though reduces over the course of three months.13 Studies 
do suggest, however, that vaccination continues to offer protection from developing severe disease from new 
COVID-19 variants, with the most severe infections amongst those who are unvaccinated.14 Though 
vaccination requirements may be less effective at preventing infections of new COVID-19 variants, they remain 
a key tool to protect New Zealanders from developing severe disease. 

Another measure utilised was regular border worker testing. Frequent PCR testing was implemented to 
minimise transmission to the community. As the response strategy shifted to minimisation and protection, and 
with widespread community transmission, infection in border workers is no longer seen as a greater risk than 
infection in the general population and was revoked from 30 June 2022.15 

Managed Isolation and Quarantine & Post-Arrival COVID-19 Testing 

By 9 April 2020, the vast majority of international arrivals became subject to a mandatory period in a MIQ.16 
17 The number of MIQ facilities grew rapidly from 18 facilities in the Auckland area in April 2020, to 31 facilities 
across five regions by July 2020. The operating model of MIQ shifted over the course of the pandemic, 
reflecting new knowledge about controlling transmission of the virus, information around emerging variants, 
levels of vaccination and COVID-19 in the community, vaccination status of the traveller, and demand for MIQ 
spaces. In line with the government’s elimination approach to COVID-19 in the community, a minimum period 
of 14 days in MIQ was required from April 2020 to November 2021. Following the government’s shift to a 
suppression approach to COVID-19, mandatory MIQ periods were subsequently reduced to seven days in 
combination with three days of self-isolation for those fully vaccinated. In response to the Omicron variant, 
MIQ stays were increased to 10 days in December 2021, and then reduced back to seven days in February 2022 
as part of Step 2 of Reconnecting New Zealanders. By March 2022, the government announced the end of 
mandatory managed isolation for all international arrivals. 

Post-arrival COVID-19 testing was initially introduced during points of an individual’s MIQ stay to monitor 
international arrivals for COVID-19 infection. The nature of this requirement shifted across the pandemic as 
MIQ and post-arrival isolation requirements eased. Requirements changed from three PCR tests over 14 days 
in 2020, to two PCR tests over seven days in late-2021. In early 2022 MIQ testing shifted to RAT’s on day 0/1 
and day 5/6 after PCR testing capacity became overwhelmed with demand following the Omicron outbreak. 
Use of RAT’s on day 0/1 and day 5/6 continues to be in use for international arrivals following the end of MIQ 
and self-isolation requirements. 

By late-2021, 2,148 positive COVID-19 cases were detected during post-arrival testing in MIQ as imported 
cases2.18 That is 2,148 cases that were prevented from entering the community and transmitting to many 
more people.19 

 
1 Vaccination mandate included border workers and their household contacts. 
2 International passengers and crew entering the country who caught COVID-19 overseas or during the journey  
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However, 490 people tested positive as an ‘import-related case’. Import-related cases refer to people 
exposed to international returnees, and includes close contacts, other returnees in managed isolation or 
quarantine, and staff working at the border or in managed facilities. The majority of these were other people 
in the same “bubble” as the original case (such as family members), with instances also recorded of 
transmission to fellow MIQ guests and border workers. MIQ guests and border workers were tested regularly 
to reduce further transmission into the community.20 

Since the beginning of the MIQ system until 10 December 2021, a total of 19 absconder events involving 25 
people took place. Nine of the absconders (seven incidents) were people from the community who had been 
community COVID-19 cases that were placed in MIQ.21 22  

MIQ played a central role preventing COVID-19 from becoming widespread through communities in New 
Zealand, through enabling isolation of those testing positive, while allowing nearly 230,000 travellers to 
enter New Zealand during the pandemic.23 The MIQ system was also a key tool that allowed time for the 
rollout of the COVID-19 vaccination program, reducing community transmission of COVID-19 while enabling 
the public time to get vaccinated.24  

Comparison to Other Countries’ Border Restrictions 

Other countries were analysed in order to identify if any had a combination of border restrictions that were 
comparable to New Zealand. However, the combination and method of application of the border restrictions 
in New Zealand are largely unique. The closest comparison identified was Australia, which utilised similar 
restrictions, but were applied differently, resulting in varied outcomes. Similar to New Zealand, Australia 
restricted entry to only residents and citizens, used MIQ facilities for international arrivals, PDT’s, vaccination 
requirements and post arrival COVID-19 tests in some states. However, there were key differences, for 
example, in New Zealand, those staying in MIQ generally had access to exercise space, whereas this was not 
necessarily the case in Australia.25 Additionally, the approach in New Zealand was informed by legal obligations 
under the New Zealand Bill of Rights Act, which provides a unique framework in which public health restrictions 
can be exercised. In addition, many states in Australia did not subject MIQ guests and border workers to 
routine COVID-19 testing, as compared to New Zealand. This may have resulted in under-counting COVID-19 
cases attributed to MIQ breaches across Australia.26 Differences like this provide important context for 
comparing the two countries. There was a study identified which suggests that from June 2020 to June 2021, 
New Zealand MIQ facilities had a higher proportion of border workers, health workers, and other MIQ linked 
community infections by an imported COVID-19 case. By 31 March 2021, New Zealand had experienced 10 of 
these incidents with 145,759 travellers, while Australia identified 22 of these incidents for 499,223 travellers.27 
As a proportion per 1,000 positive cases in quarantine, this was 10 in New Zealand, and 5.2 in Australia.28 

However, this is explainable given the different applications of the border restrictions and the legal context in 
which these restrictions were applied. 

New Zealand was able to delay the introduction of COVID-19 community transmission of new variants for 
longer than Australia. Australia experienced several community outbreaks of COVID-19 earlier than New 
Zealand, including one in June 2020, and a Delta outbreak in June 2021.29 30 31 Omicron was first detected in 
the community in Australia in early December 2021, following the reduction of some international border 
restrictions in particular states that had reached high levels of vaccination and were dealing with ongoing 
COVID-19 community transmission.32 33 In comparison, community transmission of variants in New Zealand 
were detected later than in Australia including an outbreak in August 2020, and a Delta outbreak in August 
2021, with the first community case of Omicron detected in mid-January 2022.34 35 

 

Thank you to the following teams that assisted with this report: the Ministry of Business, Innovation, and Employment, the Ministry of 
Health, the New Zealand Customs Service, and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Trade. 

References for this Insight of Note report are at the end of this document. Proa
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3. Ministry of Health 
 

 

On 26 July 2022, the Manatū Hauora – Ministry of Health Therapeutics Policy team and COVID-19 Policy Group 
attended the Testing Innovation workshop hosted by the Department of Prime Minister and Cabinet, along 
with colleagues from the Ministry of Business, Innovation and Employment.  

This workshop examined barriers to innovation in testing and opportunities to inform advice to Minister Verrall 
as the Minister for COVID-19 Response, and Research, Science and Innovation.  

This work is relevant to the scope of the Therapeutic Products Bill which will regulate diagnostic testing. We 
will ensure alignment between the testing innovation and therapeutic products regulation programmes. 

 

COVID-19 TAG 

The COVID-19 Technical Advisory Group (COVID-19 TAG) did not meet in the week commencing  
18 July 2022. The next COVID-19 TAG meeting is scheduled for 12 August 2022. 

CV TAG 

The COVID-19 Vaccine Technical Advisory Group (CV TAG) met on 19 July 2022 and discussed the following 
items.  

• clarification of booster recommendations for pregnant people 

• vaccine rollout 

• mortality and hospitalisation risk data  

• booster uptake data 

• update on the approach to future vaccination 

• updates on topical matters. 

The next CV TAG meeting is scheduled for 16 August 2022. 

Therapeutics TAG 

The COVID-19 Therapeutics Technical Advisory Group (Therapeutics TAG) did not meet in the week 
commencing 18 July 2022. The next Therapeutics TAG meeting is scheduled for 5 August 2022. 

CT TAG 

The COVID-19 Testing Technical Advisory Group (CT TAG) did not meet in the week commencing  
18 July 2022. The next CT TAG meeting was scheduled for 26 July, but this meeting has now been rescheduled 
to 2 August 2022. 
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4. Te Whatu Ora 

 
A revised version of the return-to-work Healthcare worker guidance has been published on the Ministry of 
Health website.  

This document provides guidance for staff returning to work from isolation as COVID-19 cases or contacts. It 
has been developed by the National Investigation and Tracing Centre in consultation with the Northern Region 
Health Coordination Centre and representatives from across the Ministry of Health. Taking into account 
feedback from the sector, the guidance has been updated to be more user-friendly and reflect current contact 
management settings.  
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•  four are on emergency allocations;  

•  two are on exemptions from managed isolation;  

•  one relates to a declined fee waiver;  

•  one is about facilities; and 

•  one is the Chief Ombudsman’s self-initiated investigation. 

To date, 192 investigations have been closed, with the Chief Ombudsman issuing 82 opinions in MBIE’s favour 
and 8 final opinions against MBIE. 

There are 65 preliminary enquiries. Preliminary enquiries are cases where the Ombudsman requests the file 
to assess the complaint and determine next steps. 
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6. Border Executive Board Report    
 

 

The Board met on 27 July 2022.  

 

 
 
 

  

 
 

 

 
 

  

  
 

  

  
 

 
 
 

 

Foot and Mouth Disease  

The Board received an update from the Ministry for Primary Industries on the status of the risk of foot and 
mouth disease entering New Zealand and the impact on border processing. This reflects the close geographic 
proximity of Indonesia to Australia and the high volume of trans-Tasman travel. It was noted that one of the 
greatest risks is via meat products being brought into the country. The Border Executive Board Secretariat will 
work with the Ministry for Primary Industries to coordinate advice to the Board about how all agencies at the 
border can support the Ministry for Primary Industries to scale its response to foot and mouth disease within 
the week. 

Maritime pathway operational readiness 

The Board received its final detailed readiness dashboard to reopen the maritime pathway to foreign flagged 
vessels and cruise from 11.59pm, 31 July 2022. The border will successfully reopen.  

 The Board noted 
work also continues to support the reopening of the main cruise season in spring/summer. The Board will 
receive regular updates on the Maritime Border Programme ahead of the main cruise season beginning. 

New Zealand Traveller Declaration options 

 
 

s9(2)(f)(iv)

s9(2)(f)(iv)
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Reconnecting New Zealanders Air Border Implementation readiness for Step 5 

The Board received assurance that work is on-track to successfully implement the final step of the 
Reconnecting New Zealanders Programme. There are no issues expected with the go-live of Step 5, however, 
the impact of visa applications will not be immediately known due to the 20-working day processing period. 
The volume of visa applications is unknown but expected to be high. 

The next meeting is scheduled for 4 August 2022. 

 

The Maritime Border Programme has moved to amber status  

The Programme status has moved to amber  
 

  

Operational Readiness  

Agencies are ready for the reopening of the maritime border to foreign flagged vessels and cruise from 
11:59pm 31 July 2022, with work underway to ensure readiness for the cruise season. Officials are planning 
for a range of scenarios due to the changing nature of the Omicron outbreak and COVID-19 border settings. 
Weekly engagement with the cruise industry is ongoing, with operational guidance to be provided this week. 

Regulatory settings  

The Director-General of Health has signed an exemption for ships liable to quarantine to provide a clear legal 
authority for pratique to be granted where COVID-19 exists on a ship. This will avoid the situation where 
pratique must be withheld even if it is safe for the ship to berth and disembark. The Director-General of Health 
has also issued Notices relating to the maritime border: specifying the form and content of notice of arrival for 
ships; COVID-19 vaccines; and evidence of vaccination. 

Communications  

A public announcement on the reopening of the maritime border to passenger vessels will be included in a 
wider announcement on changing border settings by the Ministers of Immigration and Tourism. There will not 
be a public communications campaign around the reopening of the Maritime border, however the Unite 
Against Covid-19 website and other industry specific communications channels are on track to provide advice 
and guidance.  
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7. New Zealand Customs Service Weekly Report 
 

 

Since 2020, Tourism New Zealand has run a series of webinars called New Zealand Virtual Road Trip targeted 
at the travel sector. To support the reopening of the New Zealand border, the webinar theme for this month 
is Reconnecting New Zealand.  

On 27 July 2022, the New Zealand Traveller Declaration Programme, alongside the Ministry for Primary 
Industries, was invited to present at a webinar to over 500 travel agents based in India. Customs gave an 
overview of the New Zealand Traveller Declaration and biosecurity requirements to enter into New Zealand. 

According to Tourism New Zealand, approximately 85 per cent of visitors travelling from India engage with a 
travel agent when travelling to New Zealand so this was a fantastic opportunity to raise awareness of the New 
Zealand Traveller Declaration within the travel sector. 

 

This information will now be reported monthly with the next update on 5 August 2022. 
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8. Covid-19 Chief Executives Board 
 

The COVID-19 Chief Executives Board (CCB) met on Tuesday 26 July. Topics included a general update on the 
COVID-19 response including Health, social aspects, the border, and MIQ. Assurance of readiness measures 
for a new variant of concern were discussed, as well as work underway for a shift to  

 An update on DPMC COVID-19 Group transition work was provided as well as a discussion of key 
themes which have been raised through multiple reviews.  

9. Strategic COVID-19 Public Health Advisory Group 
 

The Strategic COVID-19 Public Health Advisory Group met on Wednesday 27 July. The Group received an 
update on current modelling from DPMC and discussed their interest in seeing modelling being used to explore 
key interventions. The Group also discussed the Waikato Omicron Audit Final report provided by the Ministry 
of Health, and more broadly, what regular reporting they would like to receive, and progress being made on 
mortality risk data. The Group plan to meet in a fortnight and the secretariat we are working with your office 
to confirm your availability. 

s9(2)(f)(iv)
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10. Upcoming Cabinet Papers 
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