
 

It's too soon for NZ to relax COVID-19
border restrictions for travellers from low-
risk countries
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Relaxing border restrictions for travelers from low COVID-19 risk
countries would increase the risk of community cases in New Zealand by
around 25%, says an article published today in the New Zealand Medical
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https://www.nzma.org.nz/journal-articles/estimating-the-effect-of-selective-border-relaxation-on-COVID-19-in-new-zealand


 

Journal.

This might not sound like a big increase in risk, but it means breaches
like the one at the Pullman Hotel in Auckland last month will occur 25%
more frequently.

This increases the chance of a community outbreak and the possibility
that an alert level change would be needed to contain it.

With new more transmissible variants and more COVID-19 cases
worldwide than ever before, this adds up to a significant risk.

Risk from isolation facilities

The work in the article builds on a mathematical model (originally 
developed by our team) to estimate the chances of community cases
arising from our managed isolation facilities.

There is a small risk an infected traveler might arrive in managed
isolation, return two negative tests, but be released after 14 days while
still infectious.

The gold-standard nasal swab PCR test is good, but it can miss cases,
especially in people who are early or late in the course of their
infections.

So far, we haven't seen this happen in New Zealand's managed isolation
system even though more than 100,000 people have passed through.

Experts weigh in on Air NZ-funded research into modelling
relaxed COVID-19 border ruleshttps://t.co/F8O5gHVe5I 
pic.twitter.com/FQHtbYoh0F
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https://www.nzherald.co.nz/nz/COVID-19-coronavirus-two-more-cases-linked-to-pullman-hotel-being-investigated-by-health-officials/YEMCD54DH43JOI7SMDJKY3R5EU/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/mathematical+model/
https://www.medrxiv.org/content/10.1101/2020.07.15.20154955v3
https://www.health.govt.nz/our-work/diseases-and-conditions/COVID-19-novel-coronavirus/COVID-19-health-advice-public/assessment-and-testing-COVID-19/how-COVID-19-testing-works
https://t.co/F8O5gHVe5I
https://t.co/FQHtbYoh0F


 

— 1 NEWS (@1NewsNZ) February 4, 2021

Risk from new arrivals

Instead, New Zealand's problems in managed isolation have been caused
by infected arrivals who go on to infect other guests or workers in the
facility. Someone who picked up an infection in the last few days of
their stay would leave the facility at their most infectious.

This is what happened last week at the Pullman, where during their stay
several people were infected with the B.1.351 variant first identified in
South Africa. We were lucky this incident didn't spark a community
outbreak.

Right now, we believe we need to do everything we can to reduce the
risk of this type of breach. Otherwise another lockdown will become an
inevitability.

The authors of the study claim the recent requirement for a pre-
departure test will mitigate this risk. But pre-departure tests are not
perfect and many travelers have already been taking these because they
were required to by their airline or the country through which they
transited. This alone is not enough.

We need the vaccinations

Once vaccines start to be more widely available, cases worldwide should
start to drop to levels where a risk analysis like the one laid out in this
new article will become useful. This will need to be accompanied by
high vaccination rates here in New Zealand so our population is
protected against the virus.
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https://twitter.com/1NewsNZ/status/1357365093424451585?ref_src=twsrc%5Etfw
https://www.health.govt.nz/news-media/media-releases/3-new-cases-COVID-19-border-and-update-border-related-cases-auckland
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/more/science-and-research/scientific-brief-emerging-variants.html


 

But we would not recommend using this recent risk analysis because it
uses COVID-19 case numbers and fatality rates to estimate how
prevalent the virus is in different countries.

This is not a reliable approach because it tells us how prevalent
COVID-19 was two to three weeks ago, and by taking a country-wide
average it could mask major variations within a country.

If we had been using this methodology last winter, Melbourne's outbreak
in June may well have spread here by the time border restrictions were
brought back.

Instead, it would be better to use other indicators that give a more up-to-
date and precise picture of COVID-19 hotspots. These would need to
include how reliable a country's COVID surveillance system was.

It will also be crucial to recognise the risk of people catching COVID-19
on their journey to New Zealand.

In-flight passenger transmission

The new study uses a very low estimate of the risk of in-flight
transmission, whereas we know it is possible for a significant number of 
passengers to get infected on a long-haul flight.

People travelling from a low-prevalence country will often be on the
same plane as others from high-prevalence countries, and this means
there is a significant infection risk for everyone on the flight.

Many of us with friends and family across the Tasman have been
looking forward to a travel bubble with Australia. Air New
Zealand—which helped fund this new study—would also like to see an
increased flow of travelers.
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https://medicalxpress.com/tags/risk+analysis/
https://research.esr.cri.nz/articles/preprint/A_case_study_of_extended_in-flight_transmission_of_SARS-CoV-2_en_route_to_Aotearoa_New_Zealand/13257914
https://www.tvnz.co.nz/one-news/new-zealand/ardern-still-holds-ambition-trans-tasman-travel-bubble-in-coming-months
https://www.stuff.co.nz/business/industries/124154521/COVID19-relaxing-border-restrictions-by-arrival-country-too-risky-experts-say


 

At the moment, we could allow visitors from Australia to enter with little
extra risk as there are very few cases in the community there.

But—and it's a big but—a travel bubble with Australia would free up
places in managed isolation that might be filled by travelers from higher-
risk countries. This would increase the chances of a serious border
breach.

Right now, a travel bubble with Australia would need to be accompanied
by a reduction in managed isolation capacity to not increase the risks of
a community outbreak here in New Zealand.

It makes sense to have a risk-based border system based on the current
rate of COVID-19 in different countries and we will need a framework
of this type to relax border restrictions once the world begins to emerge
from the pandemic.

But COVID-19 is more prevalent now than at almost any point in the
past. At the moment, we need to do everything we can to reduce the risk
of importing COVID-19 into the community, rather than take on
additional risk.

As more dangerous variants of COVID-19 emerge, many other countries
are tightening their border restrictions not relaxing them.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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https://www.theguardian.com/world/2021/jan/25/new-quarantine-rules-expected-for-travelers-to-uk
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