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15 December 2021

Hon Dr Ayesha Verrall

Associate Minister of Health (Public Health)
Parliament Buildings

Wellington

Dear Minister
The COVID-19 Pandemic: Prospects for 2022

You have asked us to provide future-focused advice on what scenarios New Zealand
may encounter over the next year in our ongoing COVID-19 response.

1. ltis exactly two years since reports first emerged about a mysterious new
disease in Wuhan, China. The ensuing 24 months have seemed like a roller-
coaster for humanity. While there have been remarkable scientific
achievements and dedicated efforts to control the disease in many countries,
the overall global response has been lamentable. Millions of people,
especially in Africa, still have no access to the vaccines that were starting to
become available a year ago. As the SARS-CoV-2 virus replicates, it is
continually mutating so that challenging new variants are inevitably going to
emerge. Meanwhile the Delta variant, which has been dominant for many
months, is causing significant rises in the numbers of cases in many
European countries and the USA.

2. The recent appearance of Omicron illustrates both the potential danger of new
variants and the need for caution in making any predictions about the future.
A distinguished medical scientist in Britain, Sir Jeremy Farrar, has given a
sobering warning that the emergence of the Omicron variant shows the world
is still “closer to the start of the pandemic than the end”.

3. We are pleased that the Government adopted our recommendation of a
strategy of COVID-19 minimisation and protection. In this report, we will
outline possible developments in control measures, including lessons from
other countries, before considering prospects for New Zealand in the coming
year.

Vaccine developments

4. New Zealanders have been fortunate to have access to one of the most
effective vaccines against SARS-CoV-2 infection. Our vaccine coverage is
now relatively high, and this has undoubtedly helped to spare Auckland from a
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P. A wide range of possibilities for 2022

41.The preceding paragraphs will have made it clear why we would be loath to
make any firm predictions for the first half of 2022, let alone for the latter part
of the year.

42.There are reasons for optimism. The outbreak which started in Auckland
appears to have peaked, without anything comparable to the large and
damaging blowouts that occurred in Sydney and Melbourne. The numbers of
hospital admissions and requirements for intensive care have been modest.
That very gratifying position can be attributed to high vaccination uptake and
an effective public health response, with wonderful support from the people of
Auckland. An important component of the public health response was the
rigorous lockdown, and it will be some time before we can reliably gauge the
effects of shifting from Alert Level 3 to the new COVID-19 Protection
Framework.

43.As Aucklanders move around the country and much larger numbers of people
enter from overseas next year, it is inevitable that new outbreaks will be
seeded in many parts of New Zealand, despite reasonable precautions. But
our high vaccination coverage, together with planned public health responses,
may mean that outbreaks can be stamped out in some places and at least
suppressed in others.

44.0n the other hand, the Omicron variant, already present in Australia, is very
likely to gain a beachhead in New Zealand in the next few months. It could
spread rapidly throughout the country, especially if vaccination with two doses
provides little protection against infection and transmission. There could be
massive pressure on our health services, compromising primary care as well
as hospital capacity.

45.Even if predictions about Omicron prove to be too pessimistic, we foresee a
strong likelihood of major challenges next winter. New Zealand has had no
domestic cases of influenza over the last two years. Although influenza and
RSV (respiratory syncytial virus) infection behave differently, the surge of RSV
infections in 2021 illustrates what can happen when immunity falls to low
levels and new cases are introduced from abroad. The incidence of most
respiratory illnesses increases with the onset of winter, and an escalation of
COVID-19 cases could be accompanied by epidemics of influenza and other
diseases. This underlines the importance of improving vaccination next year
against several diseases, including influenza, measles, and pertussis
(whooping cough).

46.1n Auckland and the neighbouring region over the last four months, Maori and
Pasifika have borne the brunt of the COVID-19 outbreak. These communities
will continue to be vulnerable, not only because of their lower vaccination
coverage, but also because they are more likely to be exposed to other
factors that put them at greater risk — such as poverty, crowded housing,
intergenerational households, higher rates of co-morbidities, and barriers to
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accessing health care. There needs to be an unrelenting focus on measures
to minimise the resulting inequity in health and social outcomes, with
initiatives being led by communities themselves wherever possible.

47.China, the country with the largest population in the world, is still following an
elimination strategy. So are some of our smallest Pacific neighbours, such as
the Cook Islands, Samoa, and Tonga. We need to do everything practicable
to avoid introducing COVID-19 to these countries, which would all have
limited capacity to deal with large outbreaks. The passage of measles from
New Zealand to Samoa in 2019 had tragic consequences.

The future is partly in our hands

48.Many people demand “certainty” and “detailed plans with dates”, as we cope
with the most challenging pandemic experienced in over 100 years. They
need to be helped to understand that there is inevitable uncertainty, as the
world tries to deal with a new viral agent that is continually mutating.

49.Clearly the appearance of new variants such as Omicron is beyond our
control, except to the extent that New Zealand should be doing everything
possible to support global efforts to end this pandemic.

50.In other respects, however, the probability of alternative scenarios for 2022
partly depends on our own actions. These include progress in primary
vaccination, uptake of boosters, Government decisions about the COVID-19
Protection Framework and border restrictions, people’s adherence to public
health and social measures, and the success of testing and contact tracing
systems.

We will be happy to update our forecasts in the coming months.

With best wishes for Christmas and the coming year,

Yours sincerely

David Skegg (Chair)
Maia Brewerton
Philip Hill

Ella losua

David Murdoch
Nikki Turner
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