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Aotearoa/NZ has achieved the lowest death rate in the OECD from the COVID-19
pandemic, equivalent to around 2000 lives saved compared to the OECD average.
With regard to economic harm, NZ appears to be close to the OECD average, with
the IMF predictions for GDP in 2020 overall being -6.1% for NZ and -6.3% for the
OECD. Nevertheless, a fuller accounting of health, economic and equity impacts
probably needs to wait until vaccination is sufficiently available and border
restrictions are lifted. Despite NZ’s health success there is still a need to improve
border controls (eg, with a “traffic light” system), until the population is
protected by vaccination.

As with a number of other jurisdictions in the East Asia and Pacific region, New Zealand
(NZ) adopted very tight border controls and other measures in response to the COVID-19
pandemic. However, NZ has been the only country to actually articulate an unambiguous
elimination strategy and to have achieved this.12 In this blog we aim to provide an updated
description of the health and economic impacts of the NZ approach to inform decisions
around ongoing controls (until vaccination arrives and coverage is sufficiently high to
protect vulnerable populations and prevent any transmission).

We made health and economic impact comparisons between NZ and other OECD countries
which all took an alternative mitigation/suppression approach to the pandemic (albeit



Australia used an “aggressive suppression” strategy that still had elimination as a potential
outcome). Mortality data for COVID-19 were from the Worldometers website3 for probable
and confirmed deaths. Data on quarterly GDP changes (relative to the previous quarter)
were from the OECD4 and the NZ Treasury;5 GDP forecasts were from the IMF;6 and
unemployment data were from the OECD.7

NZ best in OECD for health impacts

As of 22 November 2020, NZ had the lowest cumulative COVID-19 mortality in the OECD
(25 deaths, 5 per million population vs a 36-OECD-country average [excluding NZ] of 406
per million). NZ’s death rate was also 54 times lower than the average for other island
nations in the OECD (see Figure). This represents the prevention of around 2000 deaths in
NZ. Furthermore, using estimates for life expectancy loss from COVID-19 in high-income
countries (North America and Europe),8 this represents the prevention of around 18,000
life-years lost (range 12,000 to 31,000) in NZ compared to the OECD average. A fuller
accounting of the health impacts is not yet possible but other benefits would include: (i) the
marked reduction in overall (all-cause) mortality observed in relation to the lockdown;910 (ii)
the prevention of “long COVID” where long-term illness may occur even in people with mild
or no symptoms during their initial infection;11 and (iii) the prevention on anxiety in the
population from reduced risk of infection. However, on the other hand, there are the mixed
impacts on mental health of the lockdown in NZ,1213 and the potential adverse impacts of
the lockdown on delayed healthcare.1415 Also, the increased unemployment seen in NZ may
result in increased cardiovascular disease risk.16

* Island nations in OECD (other than NZ): Australia, Iceland, Ireland, Japan, and the United
Kingdom.

NZ mid-range in OECD for economic harm

NZ’s tight border restrictions (impacting international tourism and overseas student
arrivals) and stringent lockdown in response to the initial outbreaks in March/April 2020 (as
per a stringency index17) resulted in an overall economic downturn for NZ in the first half of
the 2020 year. In the first quarter (Q1), the changes were fairly similar to the OECD: -1.4%



(NZ) vs -1.9% (OECD); and in Q2 these were -12.2% (NZ) vs -10.6% (OECD). However, in Q3
the rebound was greater for NZ at +12% (estimated5) vs +9.0 (OECD, albeit not all
countries had data). Further increases in consumer confidence have been seen in Q4 in NZ
(preliminary data).18 For 2020 overall, the IMF prediction for GDP annual reduction was
-6.1% for NZ and -6.3% for the OECD6 (though a more recent -3% prediction comes from a
NZ bank19). The Q3 unemployment levels were 5.3% (NZ) and 7.6% (OECD),7 potentially
helped by the NZ Government’s wage subsidy and other interventions to ease the
economic impacts. Nevertheless, as with the full accounting of the health impacts, a longer-
term perspective will be needed to appropriately evaluate the economic impact.

Could NZ have done even better on health impacts?

While having the lowest COVID-19 death rate in the OECD, NZ was still behind Taiwan
which has had even lower rates of cases and deaths (eg, 7 deaths,20 0.3 per million
population). Taiwan was much better prepared than NZ for a pandemic, had better border
control early on, made better use of mass masking, and has continued to be ahead of NZ in
use of digital technologies to support pandemic control.21 Furthermore, the NZ response
remains suboptimal when considering the run of 8 recent border control failures – one of
which caused 176 cases and 3 deaths.22 Similarly, there have been 76 breaches of the rules
in MIQ facilities (such as unauthorised mixing or failing to wear PPE) since the start of
August.23 There remains scope for NZ to use more science-based risk assessment as part of
border controls (eg, a “traffic light” system24).

Could NZ have done better on reducing economic impacts?

Some caution is needed with GDP comparisons across countries as illustrated in a recent
article on the US compared to other nations25 (eg, relating to country size, dependency on
trade and tourism etc). Nevertheless, NZ clearly trailed Taiwan in economic performance.
Taiwan managed the pandemic without a lockdown and the IMF prediction was for no
change in GDP growth (ie, 0.0%) for Taiwan in 2020 overall (vs -6.1% for NZ).6 However,
given NZ’s lack of pandemic preparations26 and public health infrastructure compared to
Taiwan,21 a lockdown was probably inevitable if NZ was to succeed with elimination.

Fortunately, NZ did not make the same mistake as Iceland, which re-opened mid-year to
tourism from many countries. Tourism flows were low (20% to 25% of normal for summer)
and the tourists triggered further outbreaks of COVID-19, which led to subsequent
tightening of border controls in Iceland.27 This re-opening action may have contributed to
Iceland’s GDP for 2020 as per IMF projections being down more than for NZ (Iceland: -7.2%
vs NZ: -6.1%). Iceland also had a higher COVID-19 mortality rate than NZ (76 vs 5 per
million population).

Nevertheless, the length of the first lockdown in NZ and the second one in Auckland in
August, could probably have been shortened if NZ had:

made earlier and more comprehensive use of mass masking (as per many Asian
countries);
more rapidly adopted digital technologies for supporting contact tracing (eg, as per
South Korea); and
adopted a more sophisticated Alert Level system with a stronger focus on closing high
risk settings (eg, gyms, restaurants, bars, nightclubs, churches), which might have
meant that other settings could have been re-opened earlier.



The economic harm to NZ might also have been reduced if the NZ Government’s economic
support had been better targeted. For example, large companies with high profits reported
in 2019 might not have needed the wage subsidy (or alternatively it could have been
directed specifically at low-income workers in these companies).

Could NZ have done better on equity outcomes?

The NZ pandemic response may have been influenced by ethical considerations, including
equity.28 Indeed, COVID-19 elimination was a highly pro-equity strategy as it minimised
cases and deaths which were widely expected to show a large ethnic and socio-economic
gradient (as per past influenza pandemics impacting on Māori29 and low-income New
Zealanders30). The pandemic response and economic contraction is now the major way in
which the pandemic is likely to cause inequitable outcomes. The Government’s economic
response will be helping but, as discussed above, it might not always have been optimally
targeted. These equity consequences will need close monitoring and research, which will
hopefully guide further policies to minimise their adverse effects on health and wellbeing.

In summary, NZ has achieved the lowest death rate in the OECD from the COVID-19
pandemic, equivalent to around 2000 lives saved compared to the OECD average.
Nevertheless, a fuller accounting of health, economic and equity impacts probably needs to
wait until vaccination is sufficiently available and border restrictions are lifted. Also, despite
NZ’s health success, there is still a need to improve border controls (eg, with a traffic light
system), prior to the arrival of vaccination.
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