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No new virus cases raise hopes New Zealand
will end lockdown

February 16 2021, by Nick Perry

In this photo provided by New Zealand Ministry of Health, a shipment
containing coronavirus vaccines is unloaded from a plane upon arrival in
Auckland as New Zealand receives its first batch Monday, Feb. 15, 2021.
Officials said the shipment of about 60,000 doses of the vaccine developed by
Pfizer would initially be prioritized for border workers. (New Zealand Ministry
of Health via AP)
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For a second consecutive day, New Zealand reported no new community
cases of the coronavirus on Tuesday, raising hopes that a lockdown in

Auckland will be lifted Wednesday.

Just how three family members contracted the disease remains a
mystery. After the cases were found, top lawmakers hurriedly placed
New Zealand's largest city into a three-day lockdown, the nation's first in
six months.

COVID-19 Response Minister Chris Hipkins said the final decision by
lawmakers on whether to lift the restrictions will depend on any new
information or cases that crop up over the next 24 hours.

"A day when we get zero positive test results is always a good day,"
Hipkins said.

Health officials have been ramping up testing since the outbreak. On
Monday, they administered more than 15,000 tests and processed the
results of nearly 6,000.

The outbreak began when an Auckland mother, father and daughter
caught the disease. The mother works at a catering company that does
laundry for airlines, and officials have been investigating whether there
is any link to infected passengers.

Genome testing showed the family caught the more contagious variant

first found in Britain. The testing wasn't able to link the cases to any
previous known cases in New Zealand.
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New Zealand's Prime Minister Jacinda Ardern talks to media in Wellington,
New Zealand Monday, Feb. 15, 2021. As people in Auckland adjusted to a new
lockdown on Monday, health officials said they'd found no evidence the
coronavirus had spread further in the community, raising hopes the restrictions
might be short-lived. (AP Photo/Nick Perry)

The family's close contacts, including people at the mother's workplace
and the daughter's high school, have so far all returned negative tests,
officials said.

Director-General of Health Ashley Bloomfield said they hadn't yet come
to any conclusions about the outbreak's origin.

"Our intensive investigation around the potential source of transmission
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of all three cases continues," Bloomfield said. "We have a number of
scenarios we are pursuing."

New Zealand's first batch of vaccine also arrived this week, a shipment
of about 60,000 doses of the vaccine developed by Pfizer and
BioNTech. Border workers will initially be prioritized, with inoculations
due to begin Saturday.

© 2021 The Associated Press. All rights reserved. This material may not
be published, broadcast, rewritten or redistributed without permission.
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