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Quarantine-Free Travel and the 

Management of Medium-Risk Travellers 

 

Security level: IN CONFIDENCE Date:  7 May 2021   

To: Hon Chris Hipkins, Minister for COVID-19 Response 

Copy to: Hon Dr Ayesha Verrall, Associate Minister of Health  

Purpose of report 

1. This report outlines the process for the management of medium-risk travellers in New 

Zealand, following an outbreak of COVID-19 in Australia (or any other country/area that 

New Zealand has a quarantine-free travel agreement with).  

Summary 

2. Quarantine-free travel arrangements have been in place with Australia since 19 April 

2021 and it is expected that other countries will also soon open their borders to 

quarantine-free travel with New Zealand. 

3. Three types of quarantine-free travellers have been identified; low, medium and high-

risk. 

4. In the event of an outbreak of COVID-19, the Director of Public Health (or delegate as 

appropriate) will undertake a public health risk assessment to determine the appropriate 

risk-category of travellers for each incoming flight affected.  

5. The National Investigation and Tracing Centre (NITC) will undertake contact tracing of 

high-risk travellers, if required, via established contact tracing processes.  

6. There will be no contact tracing activities undertaken for low-risk travellers.  

7. The NITC has developed two new email processes for medium-risk travellers; one to 

identify if someone was at a location of interest, provide advice and ask them to call 

Healthline and the second to provide advice along with a wellbeing/symptom 

questionnaire, with further testing advice for those that report symptoms.  

8. The NITC will monitor and report on test results for those who have been asked to get 

tested, with the further possibility of making a wellbeing phone call if necessary. The 

decision to make calls will be based on clinical advice and the public health risk 

assessment.  

9. Further work needs to be undertaken to establish what support can be offered from a 

range of government agencies to travellers who have difficulty complying with the 

health advice given.  
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Recommendations 

We recommend you: 

a) Note that a public health risk assessment will be carried out according to 

established processes, which will identify any cohorts of medium-risk 

travellers and determine which management process will be followed based 

on the clinical advice. 

 

b) Note that email will be used as the primary mode of communication with 

medium-risk travellers; to provide advice about COVID-19 symptoms, to 

communicate regarding locations of interest and/or to undertake a wellbeing 

questionnaire.  

 

c) Note that the processes described in this report have been endorsed by the 

Director of Public Health. 

 

d) Note that the contact tracing system’s capacity to manage medium-risk 

travellers is dependent on a number of assumptions, including the 

implementation of the Response Framework and flights being suspended 

during an uncontained outbreak. 

 

e) Note that the current capacity of the National Investigation and Tracing 

Centre to manage large groups of medium-risk travellers is limited prior to 

technology changes being implemented by the end of May 2021. 

 

f) Note the processes outlined in Appendix Two and Three to manage medium-

risk traveller cohorts.  

 

 

 

 
 

Sue Gordon   Hon Chris Hipkins  

Deputy Chief Executive   Minister for COVID-19 Response  

COVID-19 Health System Response 

Directorate 

 Date: 

Date: 10 May 2021   

  

20/5/2021
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Quarantine-Free Travel and the 

Management of Medium-Risk Travellers  

Background and context  

1. Quarantine-free travel (QFT) from Australia to New Zealand commenced on 19 April 

2021 and QFT with other countries/areas will follow.   

2. As detailed in HR20210853 Contact Tracing Implications of Quarantine-Free Travel, the 

contact tracing activities associated with QFT are:  

a. Routine contact tracing of individuals identified as contacts of a case, and 

b. Management of a wider cohort of Trans-Tasman/Pacific travellers, based on a public 

health risk assessment.  

3. Should an outbreak of COVID-19 occur, established public health risk assessment steps 

will be followed, contacts will be identified, categorised according to standard contact 

category definitions and managed according to their risk of exposure to the case. The 

NITC anticipate that the contact volumes can be managed within existing capacity.  

4. Regarding the wider cohort of travellers, three traveller risk-types have been identified: 

low-risk, medium-risk and high-risk (CAB-21-MIN-0101 refers).  

5. Low-risk travellers are those who have not been in an affected state or territory or who 

have been in the affected state or territory but not in the area of the outbreak. There is 

no contact tracing activity related to this traveller group.  

6. High-risk travellers who have been in close contact with a confirmed (or probable) case 

of COVID-19, will be managed using established close contact tracing procedures. This is 

reliant on the Response Framework (CAB-21-MIN-0101 refers) being implemented and 

flights being suspended in the case of an uncontained outbreak. 

7. Medium-risk travellers are defined as those who have been in the area surrounding an 

outbreak or they may have been at a location of interest (without being in close contact). 

Previous advice to Cabinet (CAB-21-MIN-0101 refers) indicated that these travellers 

could be managed in a similar way to casual plus contacts, and potentially be asked to 

get a test and shelter in place until they receive a negative test result.  

8. This report outlines the processes for managing medium-risk travellers in more detail, 

using existing NITC resources and the National Contact Tracing Solution (NCTS) system 

capabilities.  

Process for managing medium-risk travellers 

9. It is anticipated that if an outbreak of COVID-19 occurs in Australia, or any other 

country/area from which QFT flights are operating, a public health risk assessment will 

be undertaken by the Office of the Director of Public Health to determine what action 

needs to be taken. 

10. The NITC will utilise email as the primary mode of communication to medium-risk 

travellers. 
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11. Contact details of travellers from the region of the outbreak and collected through Nau 

Mai Rā (the traveller declaration form) will be imported into the NCTS.  

12. National Health Index numbers (NHIs) will be issued for any travellers who do not have 

one. This will enable tracking of any test results if required.  

13. For any given outbreak, based on the relevant public health risk assessment, the NITC 

will action one of the following two processes for managing medium-risk travellers (a or 

b, as detailed below):  

a. An email will be sent to all travellers arriving on medium-risk flights to ask them to 

check if they have been at any location of interest in the country of departure, prior 

to their arrival in New Zealand. The email also provides advice about symptoms, and 

what to do if symptoms develop. In addition, these travellers will be asked to call 

Healthline if they self-identify that they were at a location of interest at the times 

specified by the responsible health authority.  

b. An email will be sent to all travellers arriving on medium-risk flights, with a link to a 

wellbeing questionnaire, asking them to proactively check for symptoms. If no 

response is received after 24 hours, a second email will be sent with a link to the 

same wellness questionnaire. If there is still no response after 24 hours of the second 

email, an attempt may be made to contact the traveller by phone dependant on 

clinical advice. 

Appendix One contains two narrative examples to further illustrate these pathways. 

14. Wellbeing questionnaire responses will be managed automatically within the NCTS:  

• Those not reporting symptoms will have their record closed automatically. 

• Those reporting symptoms would receive a further automated email with advice to 

get tested and shelter in place until a negative test result is received. This cohort will 

be managed by the NITC until all test results have been received. 

15. For travellers who report symptoms and are asked to get a test, the NITC will monitor for 

test results.  If no result is recorded within 48 hours of the questionnaire being 

completed, a phone call may be made to reinforce the advice to get a test.  

16. At all stages, the decision to make phone calls to travellers will be determined by clinical 

advice and the public health risk assessment.  

17. Appendices Two and Three provide process maps detailing these two management 

processes.  

Limitations  

Resourcing  

18. Under current resourcing levels, the NITC has limited capacity to manage medium-risk 

travellers, should the concurrent management of high-risk travellers require an extensive 

contact tracing response. This is due to the significant manual manipulation of data and 

monitoring required for the medium-risk cohort in the short term.   

19. The NITC estimate that up to 1,000 records could be managed at a point in time and 

that it would take approximately 24 hours from a decision being made that a group of 

travellers are considered as ’medium-risk’ to the time that the wellbeing questionnaire is 
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emailed (this timeframe was met by the NITC in response to the two recent Australian 

cases). 

20. Changes are being made to the NCTS which will be operational by the end of May 2021 

that will increase the automation of matching traveller data and removing the need for 

the NITC to merge and quality check multiple data sets. This will reduce some of the 

manual work required and increase the speed and capability of the response.  

21. The NITC estimate that additional capacity will be required to support the work relating 

to Quarantine-Free Travel. This surge capacity is currently being developed to align with 

these processes to manage medium-risk travellers.   

Reporting and follow up  

22. An NHI number is issued to an individual on their first interaction with the New Zealand 

health system. Medium-risk travellers without an NHI will have one created for them.  

23. There is some risk of duplication of records through people being allocated more than 

one NHI.  This may mean the NITC will need to undertake additional processes to ensure 

reporting of test results is complete; this may also have an impact on the timeliness of 

reporting.  

24. Further work is required to define appropriate escalation pathways within the health 

system and a cross-government approach may be required to establish what 

manaaki/welfare services may be made available for travellers who either do not comply 

with advice or require additional support to get a test and/or shelter in place.  

Wider context  

25. The capacity of NITC to manage medium-risk travellers is reliant on several assumptions, 

which include:  

• The Response Framework is followed, and flights are suspended where there are 

uncontained outbreaks overseas, 

• Outbreaks are identified in a timely manner. Significant delays in identification could 

mean very large groups of both high- and medium-risk travellers to manage, 

• There are not multiple sizeable outbreaks occurring concurrently.  

26. If there are significant deviations from the above assumptions, then the NITC would 

further adapt the approaches detailed above in order to manage potentially large 

cohorts of medium-risk travellers.  

Equity 

27. When telephone calls need to be made to travellers, the NITC has an enhanced third-

party provider capability that has increased the diversity of the workforce and has 

enabled the matching of callers with ethnicity of individuals when known, including 

confirming the language that people would prefer for communication activity.  

28. The NITC and PHUs can access translation services during calls to ensure travellers are 

provided with information in their preferred language to ensure their understanding of 

the information.  
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Next steps 

29. Short-term system changes will be implemented to enable the automation of emails and 

other activity e.g. closing records. The NITC will work on the longer-term system changes 

required to reduce the manual workload needed to manage medium-risk travellers.  

30. The NITC will work with the wider health sector to define appropriate escalation 

pathways and work with other government agencies as required to establish availability 

of manaaki/welfare services for people who are uncompliant or require additional 

support comply with advice.  

ENDS. 
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Appendix One: Examples a. and b. for management of medium-risk travellers  

Example a: One case of COVID-19 is discovered in the community in Fremantle, Western Australia.  

Information shared with the Office of the Director of Public Health (ODPH) in NZ by Australian 

health authorities indicates the case had visited a number of locations around Freemantle. Three 

flights have departed from Perth, Western Australia to New Zealand since the most recent location 

of interest.   

The ODPH undertakes a public health risk assessment of the situation and subsequently determines 

that the passengers on the flights from Perth to NZ would be medium-risk. However, it is 

acknowledged that not all passengers on the flights will have been in or near Freemantle prior to 

departure. 

The NITC obtains contact details of all 955 travellers on the affected flights from Perth through Nau 

Mai Rā (the electronic traveller declaration form) and manually uploads these into the NCTS. 

An automated email is sent to all 955 travellers on the identified flights, with a link to the locations 

of interest in Western Australia and a request to check and see if they were there. The email 

provides advice regarding what symptoms to look out for, what to do if they develop symptoms and 

a request to call Healthline in NZ and report that they were there.  

Healthline receives 27 phone calls from travellers self-identifying that they were at one of the 

locations of interest. 

These 27 travellers are managed according to the appropriate contact category based on advice 

from Western Australia health authorities.     

 

Example b: An airport cleaner at Brisbane airport tests positive for COVID-19.  

Information shared with the Office of the Director of Public Health (ODPH) in NZ by Australian 

Health Authorities indicates that their routine surveillance tests had previously been negative and 

that this was their first shift back at work after three days off. There was one flight that departed 

Brisbane to NZ on the day that the worker was on shift.  

The ODPH undertakes a public health risk assessment of the situation and subsequently determines 

that the passengers on the flight to NZ would be medium-risk. 

The NITC obtains contact details of all 235 travellers on the flight from Brisbane through Nau Mai Rā 

(the electronic traveller declaration form) and manually uploads these into the NCTS. 

As there is a higher level of concern for potential exposure of travellers to the virus, an automated 

email is sent to all 235 travellers on the identified flight, with a direct link to a wellbeing 

questionnaire to check for symptoms.  

After 48 hours,196 of the travellers have replied to the questionnaire and do not have any symptoms 

- these records in NCTS automatically close. Of the remaining travellers, 37 have not replied to the 

wellbeing questionnaire and 2 have reported symptoms.  

The two passengers with symptoms are sent an automatic email to advise them to get tested and 

shelter in place until they receive a negative test result. The NITC monitors daily for their test results.  

The 37 that have not replied are sent an automatic email to remind them to complete the wellbeing 

questionnaire. Over the next 48 hours, all 37 complete the questionnaire and there are three more 
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travellers reporting symptoms (who get are then sent an automatic email to advise them to get 

tested and shelter in place until they receive a negative test result).  

The NITC monitors test results for the 25 travellers who were asked to get tested and whose NHIs 

are known.  

The NITC decides, based on clinical information received from Australia, that any travellers who have 

not returned test results should be followed up by phone.  

The NITC calls all travellers with outstanding test results and conducts a further wellbeing check on 

the phone and provide further advice and testing guidance as appropriate. 
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Appendix Two: Process map to manage medium-risk travellers – pathway a 

Quarantine Free Travel – Medium risk traveller returnees email advice
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Appendix Three:  Process map to manage medium-risk travellers – pathway b (after NCTS changes implemented)   

Quarantine Free Travel – Medium risk traveller returnees survey
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