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New Zealand is one of few countries chasing elim-
ination of COVID-19.1 To achieve this goal under
usual criteria will require the absence of community
transmission for 36 consecutive months, which in
turn requires water-tight border control and
extensive ongoing testing and supportive genomic
data.2 Any border breach or escalation of cases may
trigger further lockdowns.

A return to life similar to pre-COVID-19 depends
on the development of an effective vaccine, which
faces the serious problem of antibody induced
enhancement.3 Since this is poorly understood, it is
a major barrier. As for influenza, even if a vaccine is
developed, it is unlikely to achieve elimination,
since cases continue despite widespread
immunisation.

Until then, tourism, our biggest export earner
which generates 5.8% of GDP,4 would remain a
casualty of the elimination goal. Our domestic
economy will also endure ongoing disruption. For
instance, Auckland has just emerged from a 16-
day, level 3 lockdown which has cost an estimated
4000–8000 jobs and the economy NZ$3 to $5
billion.5 To put this in perspective, New Zealand
spends NZ$1 billion on the entire pharmaceutical
budget each year.6

The view of many experts is that a safe and effective
vaccine for COVID-19 is at best four years away,

with themore likely timeframe a decade ormore.7 A
vaccine may never eventuate. After 37 years and
billions of dollars invested, an HIV vaccine remains
elusive. Interestingly, Africa recently announced
elimination of wild poliovirus after a three-decade
effort assisted with a vaccine.8 The only virus
successfully eradicated is smallpox.9 This global
effort required an effective vaccine and took over
three and a half decades.

TheWorld Health Organisation (WHO), the global
co-ordinator of efforts to minimise harm from
COVID-19, has recently backed away from lock-
downs and holding out for a vaccine as a response to
the virus. Comments from WHO representatives
includingDirector-General Dr Tedros Ghebreyesus
that directly relate to this change in policy are listed
below.10,11

‘we must learn to live with this virus’10

‘no country can just ride this out until we have a
vacciney’11

‘y even if we do have a vaccine, it won’t end the
pandemic on its owny’11

‘ylockdowns are not a long-term solution for any
countryy’11

‘ywe do not need to choose between lives and
livelihoods, or between health and the economy.
That’s a false choicey’11

‘ythe pandemic is a reminder that health and the
economy are inseparable.’11
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Health and the economy are inseparable. Particu-
larly since poor diets and obesity are strongly
linked to socioeconomic status.12 Since chronic
disease is strongly associated with mortality from
COVID-19,13 efforts to improve metabolic health,
such as through the restriction of sugar intake and
improving nutrition are also likely to reduce harm
from COVID-19.14

The single most important determinant of health is
income. Evidence shows that this virus affects
mainly the frail elderly15 and that for most of the
population aged , 65 years the virus presents a
mild illness with up to 56.5% of people being
asymptomatic.16 However, lockdowns with a view
to elimination prevent our workforce from sup-
porting their livelihoods and our economy.

Dr Jay Bhattacharya, Professor of Medicine,
Stanford University, recently considered the
retraction of the New Zealand economy during the
crisis. Our nation underwent one of the strictest
social and economic lockdowns anywhere in the
world. He found that, on average, incomes reduced
by NZ$4500 per person per year.17 This retraction
takes income levels back to 2012.17 When we
compare New Zealand’s life expectancy from 2012
to 2020, our average survival had increased by one
year.17 Now that our economy has retracted, it is
likely that this gain will be lost. This equates to 4 800
000 life years lost, which compares to ,14 500
potential years of life lost (reference age is conser-
vatively fixed at 85 years) if New Zealand followed
Sweden’s path (adjusting for population). This
means that locking down to achieve eliminationwill
result in a 330-fold greater loss of life. If we assume
that a ‘flattening the curve’ approach halves the
economic loss compared to lockdowns,18 then the
trade-off is not valuing the economy over lives – but
rather lives for lives. Therefore, when a broader
view of each policy is considered, the approach of
‘flattening the curve’ is strongly favoured over
elimination and lockdowns.

The NZ government and the majority of its health
experts have maintained their advocacy for elimi-
nation, in spite of:

– the WHO’s stance, which leading overseas epi-
demiologists also advocated for;

– most countries not pursuing elimination;

– a vaccine being at best a four-year wait;
– the social, economic and health harm being likely
to far outweigh the impacts of the alternative
approach;19

Hard lockdowns are still the tool our government
plans to reach for to ‘stamp out the virus’.20,21

How many more lockdowns, billions of dollars and
social and health harm is an acceptable price to pay
before this misguided and expensive strategy is
abandoned? We implore Prime Minister Jacinda
Ardern, Director-General of Health Dr Ashley
Bloomfield, and fellow health advisors to reflect on
the points raised in this paper and to abandon
elimination as a strategy and the use of lockdowns.
We believe that future policy should return to the
initial approach that was taken. That is to reduce
transmission of COVID-19 through reasonable use
of infection control, to maintain capacity in our
hospitals and intensive care, while focusing public
health and infection control efforts to protect the
frail and elderly of our community.

This paper has been prepared by the Plan B group,
and presents knowledge, perspectives and questions
from a group of concerned observers that consider
how and why New Zealand should modify its
response to COVID-19. We are a cross-disciplinary
group of researchers concerned about the welfare
and futures of all New Zealanders. As a group, we
offer our views and share information for the public
good and to set out our vision for a balanced
response to COVID-19.
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The recent approval and planned use a of vaccine in
the UKmeans the development has been faster than
we initially anticipated: about one year.1 This will be
among the fastest of vaccines ever developed,
shortening the previous record by approximately
three years. A hastened development process may
compromise safety.2 To date, very little data have
been made publicly available related to the efficacy
of the vaccine or to judge its safety profile. As part of
the UK deal, the UK government have granted
Pfizer protection from legal action.3

When a vaccine was rushed to address swine flu, the
risk of children developing narcolepsy was five
times greater in receiving the vaccine than among
those who had not.4 The vaccine was then destroyed
in many countries.5–7 With this history and the
rushed authorisation, people may be rightly scep-
tical of the vaccine’s safety profile. A recent UK
survey found up to 20% of people would refuse to be
vaccinated.8 We do not know what proportion of
any country’s population will need to receive the
vaccine for society to return to normal. Even if high
levels of uptake were achieved it is not clear that the
level of protection afforded by these vaccines will
allow relaxation of border measures.

There is a growing international movement, sup-
ported by many scientists and doctors, to shield
vulnerable people and for the rest of society to

return to normal life which is not dependant on a
vaccine.9 At the time of writing, 12 694 medical and
public health scientists, 38 054 medical practi-
tioners and over half a million concerned citizens
had endorsed the document.
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