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Introduction 
This review was commissioned by the Chair of the 
Officials’ Committee for Domestic and External 
Security Coordination (ODESC). The review was 
originally intended to determine readiness of the 
public service to respond to any resurgence of 
community transmission of COVID-19, following 
the initial series of lockdowns from March 2020 to 
May 2020. With the resurgence in Auckland in 
August, the review changed focus to determine, in 
real-time, how well the public service was 
responding to the resurgence and to ensure we 
can continually improve New Zealand’s ability to 
manage future COVID-related challenges.  

This is the second rapid review of New Zealand’s 
COVID-19 response. The first was undertaken by 
Sir Brian Roche, Rebecca Kitteridge and Dave 
Gawn during the initial outbreak of COVID-19 and 
led to a series of improvements, particularly with 
respect to the all-of-government response effort 
(the first rapid review).1 This second rapid review 
affirms many of the changes that have already 
been implemented, and suggests some further 
changes to ensure New Zealand’s response to the 
COVID-19 pandemic continues to support positive 
outcomes in terms of public health, social 
wellbeing, and a resilient economy. 

The review’s focus is on how the response to 
COVID-19 has been coordinated and delivered by 
core public service departments. It is based 
primarily on interviews with departmental chief 
executives and their senior teams. The review’s 
scope is confined to central government and does 
not cover how local government or the wider 
business and community sectors managed during 
the resurgence, or the readiness of those sectors 
for future outbreaks. A list of interviewees is at 
Appendix 1. Its terms of reference is at Appendix 
2.  

The review team communicated regularly with 
officials at the Department of the Prime Minister 
and Cabinet (DPMC) and elsewhere in the public 
service, testing our thoughts and preliminary 
findings. We benefited considerably from this 
process. In addition, it means that implementation 

 
1 Rapid Review of Initial Operating Model and   
Organisational Arrangements for the National Response 
to COVID-19, Sir Brian Roche, Rebecca Kitteridge, 
David Gawn, 23 April 2020.  

of a number of the recommendations is already 
well underway. 

Similar to the first rapid review, this review was 
undertaken relatively quickly to allow for 
responsive changes to be made. We expect that 
the system will continue to learn and make further 
adjustments in the future, in recognition of the fluid 
and dynamic nature of the global pandemic, and 
taking into account the scale, magnitude and 
longevity of the event.  

FIRST, A WORD OF APPRECIATION  

Before proceeding to assess the effectiveness of 
the current COVID-19 public service response and 
suggested improvements, the review team 
considers it important to acknowledge the efforts 
and achievements of the public service in 
supporting the Government to deliver its strategy 
of eliminating COVID-19. It has been an 
outstanding success by any measure. During the 
months following the discovery of COVID-19 in 
this country, public servants from agencies across 
the public service have worked tirelessly on the 
response. 

We wish to thank all those who have responded 
so willingly to keep us safe and healthy, to support 
our economy, and to ensure our social wellbeing. 
We heard many stories that demonstrated that the 
spirit of service is alive and thriving in the 
New Zealand public service – this is something to 
be celebrated. 

The review team is grateful to all of those who 
gave their time during the pressure cooker of the 
resurgence to offer their reflections and 
perspectives to the review team. We would also 
like to thank the DPMC COVID-19 Group, who 
generously hosted us and supported this review. 

Rebecca Kitteridge 
Oliver Valins 
Rachel Carter 
Sarah Holland 
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Executive 
summary  
This review concludes, overwhelmingly, that 
the system2 is in a better space then it was 
when the first rapid review was undertaken. 
Those interviewed were 
clear, however, that a 
continuous improvement 
approach was required. 
They have formed the 
view in the months following the first rapid review 
that the structures and processes that are now 
being used are likely to be needed for a number of 
years (rather than COVID-19 “being over by 
Christmas”).  

It follows that there is a need to ensure 
that the system is able simultaneously to 
deliver Reduction, Readiness, Response, 
and Recovery (the “4Rs”) functions over the 
next 18-24 months.  

With this core finding in mind, this review’s major 
findings and recommendations are, in summary:  

• Participants expressed strong interest in a 
medium-term strategy to supplement the high 
level elimination strategy, with an associated 
all-of-government work programme, to facilitate 
proactive thinking, planning, and 
implementation through the system. The 
review recommends that a medium-term 
strategy and work programme be developed 
by the DPMC COVID-19 Group for Cabinet’s 
consideration and support. 

• This review found that an opportunity exists to 
clarify and streamline the current COVID-19 
governance landscape within the public 
service. The review recommends that one 
leadership board (the COVID-19 Chief 
Executives Board (CCB)) be established to 
provide system governance with respect to 
the government’s COVID-19 response, and 
that this Board be a standing committee of 
ODESC with a clear Cabinet mandate to 
govern and be accountable for sustainable 

 
2 In this report, the word “system” is used to mean all the 
parts of the public service involved in responding to 
COVID-19.  

delivery of the public service work 
programme across the “4Rs”. 

• There continued to be ongoing support from 
participants for a “strong strategic centre”, with 
participants generally agreeing that DPMC’s 
COVID-19 Group continues to play a key role in 
the system’s success. It was clear, however, 
that the Group’s functions and purpose were 
not universally well understood. The review 
recommends that the scope and functions 
of the DPMC COVID-19 Group be re-cast, 
and that investment in its activities be made 
to place it on a more sustainable footing, 
including seeking additional funding, 
recognising that the Group’s important 
work is likely to be required for the next 18-
24 months. 

• Thought should be given to moving some 
functions currently being undertaken within 
the DPMC COVID-19 Group to other 
agencies. These include the Caring for 
Communities workstream, the compliance 
workstream and critical workforce planning. 

• Given the importance of intelligence, insights, 
modelling, reporting and research to many 
parts of the system, we recommend that the 
DPMC COVID-19 Group’s Insights and 
Reporting team be moved out of the 
Operations and Planning team and become 
a team in its own right. The DPMC team 
would work with similar teams in other agencies 
to simplify, align and integrate strategic  
insights, leverage expertise, and ensure up-to-
date strategic analysis and insights are being 
shared consistently and effectively across the 
system. The aim remains for the right people to 
get the right information at the right time. 

• The review found that for a range of reasons, 
and with the benefit of hindsight, preparation 
and planning could have been speeded up and 
improved between the initial outbreak and the 
August resurgence. System preparation and 
planning was identified as the single greatest 
opportunity for improvement in this second 
rapid review. Going forward, planning and 
preparation activities should be prioritised 

“We are in a better 
place now, a better 
rhythm.” 
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