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

 Pressures on New Zealand due to COVID-19 Over Winter 
Key points 

• New Zealand’s elimination strategy minimised the impact of COVID-19 through the 2021 winter 
season. This winter season will be the first under the Minimise and Protect strategy with Omicron 
cases circulating in the community. Dry, cold conditions and more time spent indoors mean that 
respiratory illnesses, including COVID-19, spread more easily over winter.  

• Currently hospitalisations due to influenza and other Severe Acute Respiratory Infections (SARIs) are 
increasing in New Zealand. It is the first time since 2019 that influenza has been the most identified 
virus among SARI patients. While antiviral treatments and other treatments are more readily 
available, absences in the workplace are increasing – putting additional strain on the economy.  

• The experiences of the United Kingdom (UK) and Ireland – while not perfect comparators – suggests 
that New Zealand can anticipate a rise in COVID-19 cases and hospitalisations (including severe ones 
among the elderly) over winter and some related economic impacts – in particular workplace 
absenteeism.  

The current situation in New Zealand 

COVID-19 and other Severe Acute Respiratory Infections 

1. COVID-19 hospitalisations in New Zealand and reported case numbers are both down from their 
peaks in March 2022 and have plateaued. Still, reported case numbers are an incomplete metric and 
hospitalisations may soon rise again as more individuals aged over 70 are reporting becoming 
infected. With the recent identification of more transmissible Omicron subvariants, BA.4 and BA.5, 
modellers judge it likely that New Zealand will experience a second peak of cases in July. That peak 
is expected to be lower than in the past because of immunity build-up from previous infections and 
vaccinations – though these sources of immunity may wane through winter. 

2. Hospitalisations related to Severe Acute Respiratory Infections (SARI) have been rising with influenza 
now the virus detected most often among SARI patients for the first time since 2019. In the week 
ending 5 June, the influenza virus was identified in 66 SARI patients, the virus causing COVID-19 was 
identified in five patients, and rhinovirus (principal cause of the common cold) was identified in 12 
patients.  

3. Influenza vaccinations have been available from April 2022 and are fully funded for vulnerable 
groups.1 While more than 60 percent of people over 65 years old have received the influenza jab, 
uptake is lower among Māori and Pacific individuals and far lower (around 25 percent) among those 
aged 55 to 65. 

COVID-19 treatment availability 

4. The greater availability of treatments (including antivirals, antibody treatments and corticosteroids) 
could mean New Zealand is better placed to mitigate an increase in cases over winter than other 
countries that experienced their Omicron peaks before these were available. Studies suggest that 
these treatments can shorten the disease course and reduce the odds of severe illness and 
hospitalisation for those most vulnerable to COVID-19. Still, they do not appear to prevent infection 
or completely block transmission. And much will depend on whether vulnerable groups, including 

 
1Including all people 65 and over, people under 65 with specific medical conditions, pregnant people, 
children 4 years or younger who have been hospitalised with a respiratory illness and Māori and Pacific 
peoples aged 55 years and over. 
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the elderly, Māori and Pacific people, get timely access to treatments – many of which need to be 
taken early in the course of an illness to have a material effect.  

5. Pharmac has secured supply of six treatments for active COVID-19 infection, with three of these 
approved by MedSafe to treat COVID-19. Paxlovid and Lagevrio (brand name) are available in the 
community and are, in most cases, prescribed by a General Practitioner after a clinical assessment. 

Workforce absenteeism 

6. A rise in workplace absenteeism has coincided with the rise of Omicron cases in the community and 
rising inflation. Together these pressures are likely to adversely affect the economy. The number of 
employed people in the March 2022 quarter who gave sickness, illness, or injury as the main reason 
they were away from work for a full week was up 67 percent compared with the same time last 
year. Long COVID is likely to weigh further on absenteeism and labour participation.  

COVID-19 during the 2021-22 winter in the Northern Hemisphere 

7. Many Northern Hemisphere countries had Omicron peaks that coincided with their 2021-22 winter 
months when the combination of a cooler, dryer climate, winter behaviour (eg, indoor gatherings), 
and waning immunity from past vaccination drives allowed respiratory illnesses to spread more 
easily. Across the Northern Hemisphere, influenza activity, although still low relative to 2019, began 
to rise in December and decreased in late January. These relatively minor influenza seasons are likely 
best explained by changed behaviour (mask wearing, social distancing and limited travel). As-yet-
unproven research also suggests that infection by one respiratory virus may block a second from 
taking hold. However, much is still unknown about such ‘viral interference’ and there will almost 
certainly be cases of people infected with multiple viruses at the individual level. 

Case 1: The United Kingdom 

8. In 2021-22 the UK experienced a surge in COVID-19 cases over winter but a smaller-than-typical 
influenza season. Pressure on the health system consisted mainly in hospitalisations, with ICU 
patients unchanged. Most of the damage was economic, with public health measures slowing 
recovery and consumer-facing businesses hardest hit.  

9. Average weekly cases per million rose from approximately 640 in late November to a peak of 
approximately 2650 in the middle of winter. (New Zealand peaked at around 4300 in March) In 
February 2022, case numbers returned to below the level observed in November when the first 
Omicron case was detected in the UK. 

10. The number of COVID-19 patients in hospital rose sharply after the first case of Omicron was 
detected increasing from approximately 210 per million in November, to a peak of around 570 per 
million in January (New Zealand’s peaked at around 170 per million). COVID deaths reached 18 per 
million in January (New Zealand’s peak was around four per million in April). As the number of cases 
of Omicron detected began to drop so too did the pressure on hospitals, including in intensive care 
units (ICUs). Much of the pressure on the healthcare system in the UK was driven by illness among, 
and isolation requirements for, workers.  

11. Consumer-facing businesses in the UK were hit hard by Omicron and the corresponding public health 
measures. These included work from home guidance, enforced face mask wearing, COVID-19 passes 
being required in indoor venues and daily testing for people identified as a close contact, with 
isolation for those who tested positive. This slowed growth and contributed to a 3% decline in 
consumer-facing services compared to the previous month. The economy experienced incremental 
growth as the winter period came to an end. 

Case 2: Ireland 

12. Like the UK, Ireland experienced an Omicron peak during winter, a relatively minor influenza season 
and a dip in economic activity – which it’s since struggled to recover from.  

13. Omicron was reported in Ireland at the start of winter. The weekly average case numbers per million 
rose from at that point in time was around 900 in late November before peaking at around 4750 in 
the middle of winter. Meanwhile, influenza activity remained low throughout December and 
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January, then picked up significantly throughout February with activity remaining high past the end 
of the winter season.  

14. The strain on the healthcare system caused by the Omicron wave subsided towards the end of 
winter. The number of people in hospital with COVID-19 peaked in January at around 400 per 
million. The numbers of ICU patients with COVID-19 peaked at around 44 per million and COVID 
deaths reached around 10 per million. As in the UK, part of the strain on the healthcare system was 
driven by illness and isolation requirements among workers. 

15. Public health restrictions in place at the start of the year to deal with Omicron dampened Ireland’s 
economic growth in the first quarter of 2022, though the economy was already flagging with in part 
because of the Omicron wave. Ireland has since removed most public health restrictions. A rapidly 
recovering labour market, increased consumption through the draw-down of large household 
savings, and positive financial situation in the business sector, are expected to drive growth in 2022. 

16. Surveys suggest that firms in Ireland are cautiously optimistic with 44 percent saying that business 
is stable and a similar number anticipating a rise in business activity over the next 3 months. While 
many identify COVID-19 as their major concern, longer term issues such as energy, cost inflation, 
and labour shortages are becoming more prominent. 

Implications for New Zealand 

17. The UK and Ireland’s experiences suggest that COVID-19 and other respiratory illnesses are likely to 
combine to put strain on the New Zealand health system. This is consistent with modelling that 
suggests thousands in New Zealand could be hospitalised over winter and with early signs of 
pressure on the healthcare workforce. As in the UK and Ireland, New Zealand can also expect to see 
an increase in severe COVID-19 patients.  
 

18. In addition, the UK’s higher rates of ICU patients and deaths compared to Ireland may reflect an 
older population base (among other factors) and suggests that the elderly in New Zealand will be at 
risk this winter, especially those in damp or crowded conditions. The economic impacts are likely to 
be long-lasting. Like Ireland, labour shortages caused in part by COVID-19, will probably continue 
beyond winter. 
 

19. However, there is still much uncertainty for New Zealand over winter and significant differences 
remain between our situation and those of the UK and Ireland. Among them: 
• New Zealand experienced its Omicron peak at a later stage than the United Kingdom or 

Ireland. Other countries experienced their Omicron peak during winter. By contrast, New 
Zealand’s Omicron peak-to-date was in March 2022, in Autumn, after being first detected in 
January.  

• New Zealand has not had the levels of infection, duration of outbreak experienced elsewhere, 
or the same pattern of subvariants. Consequently, fewer New Zealanders have been exposed 
to COVID-19 than in most comparator countries. And almost all of New Zealand’s infections 
have been with the BA2 Omicron subvariant, unlike the UK, Ireland and others (including 
Australia) that had mainly BA1 infections. It is uncertain what the New Zealand population’s 
immunity to BA4 and BA5 is and what the risks of reinfection with BA2 are.  

• Antivirals have recently been approved for use in New Zealand. This may mean the rates of 
hospitalisation and severe illness as a result of COVID-19 are reduced and less of a strain on the 
health system and workforce absenteeism. 

• New Zealand has recently opened its international border. This could result in diseases 
previously kept out due to travel restrictions now entering New Zealand via travellers from 
other countries. New Zealand will revert to the level of risk seen pre-border closure. Newer 
variants of known diseases such as influenza, measles, and COVID-19 could enter the country. 

• Most of New Zealand’s booster vaccinations were administered in the spring and summer, 
not in the build-up to winter. The UK and Ireland, on the other hand, conducted vaccine drives 
in late autumn and so likely went into winter with high vaccine-induced immunity in their 
populations.   
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5. Border Executive Board Report    

5.1 Border Executive Board meetings 
The Board did not meet this week. The next meeting is on 22 June 2022. 

Reconnecting New Zealanders Programme 

The BEB picked up oversight and governance of the Reconnecting New Zealanders Programme from DPMC 
from 7 June 2022. The next substantive update will be provided closer to Step 4 on 4 July 2022. There are no 
issues to report. Preparations are underway to implement the removal of pre-departure testing from 11.59pm 
on 20 June 2022. An update on readiness will be provided to your office on Friday 17 June 2022. 

Revoking the COVID-19 Public Health Response (Required Testing) Order 2020 

As you are aware, the RTO will be revoked and is due to come into effect from 11.59pm on 30 June 2022. The 
Board will be discussing health and safety for border agency staff at its 22 June 2022 meeting. The intent is to 
align practices where multiple border agencies share the same working environment.   
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6. New Zealand Customs Service Weekly Report    

  Compliance checking at the air border 
As part of Reconnecting New Zealanders, the COVID-19 Public Health Response (Air Border) Order 2021 came 
into force on 28 February 2022. Customs staff undertake compliance checks for all passengers on arrival for 
evidence of pre-departure testing or exemption, vaccination verification or exemption, or a travel pass.  

Travellers who do not provide the required evidence may incur an infringement offence fee between $500 and 
$4,000 depending on the nature of the offence. Non-New Zealand citizens who do not provide the required 
evidence of vaccination status will be referred to Ministry of Health officials for further intervention. 

For the period 7 to 13 June 2022 (both dates inclusive), a total of 44,453 passengers travelled to New Zealand. 
Of this number, 106 were considered to not meet the requirements for air travel into New Zealand: 

• 10 travellers were issued warning letters, and 96 travellers have been issued with an infringement 
offence fee for not meeting pre-departure testing requirements  

• No travellers have been issued with an infringement offence fee for not meeting vaccination verification 
requirements, and no travellers have been referred to Ministry of Health for further intervention. 

 COVID-19 Required Testing Order revoked  
The former Minister for COVID-19 response, Hon Chris Hipkins authorised the revocation of the Required 
Testing Order which will come into effect at 11:59pm 30 June 2022.   

Ministry of Health has advised that now that the border is considerably more open and there is widespread 
community transmission of COVID-19, a COVID-19 infection in a border worker provides no more or less risk 
to the community than any other person with the virus.  

The Required Testing Order was enacted in August 2020, as a key component of the COVID-19 Elimination 
Strategy. With an elimination goal, there was a strong rationale to require testing of these workers, as they 
presented a higher risk of contracting COVID-19 if it entered into New Zealand. The Required Testing Order in 
its current form is no longer considered appropriate, as the group of workers covered by the Required Testing 
Order no longer form a critical element of our ‘armour’ against COVID-19 in the same way they did when the 
Required Testing Order was established. 

As a consequence of the revocation on 26 June 2022, Customs along with other Persons Conducting a Business 
or Undertaking, will no longer be monitoring for compliance with the Order, border workers will no longer be 
required to undertake a surveillance test, and reporting on compliance in the Weekly Report will cease after 
next week. 

Whilst Customs transitions away from the Order, Customs staff who are critical workers will continue to 
complete a Rapid Antigen Test if they are a close contact of a household case. Customs staff who face 
internationally arriving travellers, will be encouraged to continue to complete a Rapid Antigen Test.   

Individual Persons Conducting a Business or Undertaking will also conduct their own risk assessments under 
the Health and Safety at Work Act to understand what arrangements might be established for a surveillance 
regime if it is deemed necessary.  

Ministry of Health will continue to supply Rapid Antigen Test kits to Persons Conducting a Business or 
Undertaking (PCBU) at no cost, until the end of October 2022.  However, if PCBU in the Public Service wish to 
implement their own surveillance regimes, Rapid Antigen Test kits will continue to be supplied by Ministry of 
Health from 1 November 2022, at a cost. 
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 New Zealand traveller declaration 
Pre-departure test removal process  

On 13 June 2022, Cabinet agreed to remove the pre-departure testing requirement for all travellers from 
11.59pm 20 June 2022.  

 The New Zealand Traveller Declaration team is 
currently informing other key airline and aviation stakeholders.   

Officials have advised Ministers that if there is a need to reinstate pre-departure testing in the future, a 
reasonable amount of lead-in time is required to avoid significant operational disruption to travellers, airlines 
and airports. Time would also be required to make technical changes to the New Zealand Traveller Declaration 
system.  

Regardless of the lead-in time, a manual process is required to authenticate every pre-departure test. Unlike 
vaccination certificates, there are few international standards to build robust rules in which pre-departure 
tests can be automatically verified by the New Zealand Traveller Declaration system.  

In preparation for the removal of pre-departure testing requirements, the New Zealand Traveller Declaration 
team will: 

• update the New Zealand Traveller Declaration system to reflect updated Health rules (to be 
implemented once Gazette notice is published); 

• update the New Zealand Traveller Declaration website and supporting content including the ‘Traveller 
Factsheet’ and ‘Friends and Whānau’ video; 

• email all travellers who have started a Traveller Declaration, to inform them of the change to pre-
departure test requirements; and 

• meet with key partners, including airlines, to verbally brief them under embargo on change to  
pre-departure test requirements. 

Customs and Excise (Traveller Declaration) Amendment Bill 

The Cabinet paper seeking approval to the proposed amendments will now be considered at the 29 June 2022 
Cabinet Social Wellbeing Committee rather than the 22 June 2022. This will enable the Committee to consider 
this paper at the same time as the DPMC paper on the detailed proposals for the transition of COVID-19 related 
provisions.   
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7. COVID-19 Chief Executives Board 
The COVID-19 Chief Executives Board (CCB) met on Tuesday 14 June 2022. This provided an opportunity for 
Independent Chairs to give final reflections. The agenda included a general update on the COVID-19 Response, 
updates on planning around the transition of centrally-held response functions to a more business-as-usual 
approach, an update on variant plan post cabinet, and the work underway on the future legal framework. 

8. Strategic COVID-19 Public Health Advisory Group  
The Strategic COVID-19 Public Health Advisory Group met on Wednesday 15 June 2022. Officials from Ministry 
of Health and DPMC attended the meeting for a discussion on mortality from COVID-19 and related issues 
(supported by information provided by the MoH). The Group also discussed the progress of the pandemic and 
the New Zealand response, and the future role and membership of the Group.  

The next meeting will be held on 29 June 2022 which will be the final meeting under the Group’s current terms 
of reference and with Sir David Skegg as Chair and Philip Hill as member. The DPMC Secretariat for the Group 
are continuing to work with your office on the timing and process for the extension of the Group’s terms of 
reference and new members to replace the outgoing members.   

9. Business Leaders Forum 
The Business Leaders Forum does not currently have a date for its next meeting.  

10. Community Panel 
The Community Panel did not meet this week and are next scheduled to meet on Thursday 30 June 2022. As 
the Panel’s terms of reference expire on 30 June 2022, this will be their final meeting and will be held in 
Wellington. We are working with your office to arrange your attendance if possible.  

11. Government Modelling Group 
There are no updates from the Government Modelling Group this week. Future updates will be provided where 
significant. 
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12. Upcoming Cabinet Papers 

 

 

s9(2)(f)(iv)

Proa
cti

ve
ly 

Rele
as

ed




