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TIMELINE
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International Information Government Internal Advice

Government Public Messaging Alerts or questions

	 The New Zealand 
Government pre-purchased 
Pfizer vaccines before 
Medsafe approval and 
before clinical trials were 
complete, at an estimated 
cost of approximately  
$45-55 milion.

12 October 2020
Government entered advance purchase agreement for 1.5 
million Pfizer-BioNTech COVID-19 vaccine doses, subject to 
successful clinical trials and regulatory approval.

https://www.beehive.govt.nz/release/first-covid-19-vaccine-purchase-
agreement-signed

14 November 2020
Pfizer’s interim report supplied to Medsafe was  
missing key information, including that efficacy data 
was limited to approximately two months, evidence 
of protection against severe disease was limited, 
effectiveness against transmission and emerging 
variants was unknown, records the need for booster 
doses and long-term safety data was unavailable.

Medsafe’s Clinical Evaluation of Pfizer’s Application (Document 6), 
Document 10: 
https://www.health.govt.nz/system/files/2021-10/h202106950_-_response.pdf

	 Medsafe concluded 
the risk–benefit profile 
was not yet clear and the 
information Pfizer provided 
was insufficient to approve 
the vaccine.

November 2020 - January 2021
Medsafe’s rolling Evaluation Reports recorded that 
provisional consent could not be recommended due to 
unresolved concerns and additional quality, safety and  
efficacy data to be provided.

Medsafe’s Clinical Evaluation Reports, Documents 7-10 
https://www.health.govt.nz/system/files/2021-10/h202106950_-_response.pdf

28 January 2021
Medsafe’s Chris James, wrote to Pfizer advising that he 
was not satisfied with Pfizer’s initial application and further 
responses to be able to give his consent to Pfizer for it to 
distribute its vaccine in New Zealand.

Chris James’ letter to Pfizer, Document 14
https://www.health.govt.nz/system/files/2021-10/h202106950_-_response.pdf

28 January 2021
Medsafe’s Chris James sent a memo to the Medicines 
Assessment Advisory Committee (MAAC) asking it to 
consider whether the available trial data demonstrated 
sufficient safety and effectiveness for provisional consent, 
noting:

•	 Clinical trial data was still ongoing

•	 Long-term effectiveness data was not available

•	 Duration of protection was unknown

•	 Effect on transmission was unknown

•	 Effectiveness in subgroups (pacific people, elderly, 
comorbidities, etc.) was limited

•	 Data packages were still being submitted under rolling 
review

AND whether the safety profile was sufficiently understood 
at this stage to justify provisional approval subject to 
conditions.

Chris James’ letter to Pfizer, Document 14
https://www.health.govt.nz/system/files/2021-10/h202106950_-_response.pdf

	 On the same day 
Medsafe advised Pfizer that the 
application information was 
insufficient for consent, Medsafe 
referred the matter to the 
anonymous MAAC committee 
to consider the data.

2 February 2021 
The MAAC met to consider Medsafe’s request to review 
the Pfizer vaccine application and reviewed the Clinical 
Evaluation Reports prepared by Medsafe. The minutes 
record that the clinical picture on efficacy and safety 
would become clearer as people were vaccinated. Noted 
the importance of post-market safety data.

The MAAC unanimously agreed to Medsafe’s proposal to 
grant provisional consent for nine months to ensure post- 
approval data commitments were met.

Reference: MAAC Minutes and Report, Document 15
https://www.health.govt.nz/system/files/2021-10/h202106950_-_response.pdf

	 MAAC recommended 
provisional consent be 
granted but relied on 
Medsafe’s evaluation and 
did not independently assess 
Pfizer’s data, when Medsafe 
had recorded the risk–
benefit profile was not yet 
clear.

	 MAAC recommended 
provisional consent be 
granted as safety and 
efficacy would become 
clearer once more people 
were vaccinated.

3 February 2021
Medsafe granted provisional consent for the Pfizer vaccine, 
subject to 58 conditions, noting that protection had only 
been assessed to two months, evidence of protection 
against severe disease was limited, long-term safety data 
was unavailable, and prevention of asymptomatic infection 
and transmission had not been established.

https://www.medsafe.govt.nz/COVID-19/Comirnaty-Gazette.pdf

3 February 2021
Prime Minister Ardern and Minister Hipkins announced that 
the Pfizer COVID-19 vaccine had been approved for use in 
New Zealand following Medsafe’s “rigorous assessment” 
and “very carefully considered robust process”, to ensure 
the “vaccine is safe and effective”.

https://www.beehive.govt.nz/release/first-covid-19-vaccine-approved

3 February 2021
Following Medsafe’s provisional approval of the Pfizer 
vaccine, Dr Ashley Bloomfield and Medsafe Group Manager 
Chris James gave a public briefing explaining the approval 
process. Bloomfield emphasised vaccine safety and 
confidence in the rollout, while James emphasised that 
the approval was provisional, subject to ongoing safety 
monitoring and regulatory conditions.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=th4U_9Ddk4s

	 Approval was described as 
“robust and rigorous” while Medsafe 
recorded the risk–benefit profile was 
not yet clear and MAAC said “safety 
and efficacy” would become clearer 
once more people were vaccinated, 
i.e. post roll-out.

	 The Director-General is telling 
the public that the Pfizer vaccine is 
“absolutely safe and effective” but is 
internally telling the COVID Minister 
the opposite.

10 February 2021
The Director-General of Health, Dr Ashley Bloomfield 
advised Minister Hipkins, Minister for COVID-19 Response,  
that there was not yet conclusive evidence that the Pfizer 
vaccine prevented or reduced transmission, and that 
vaccination was expected primarily to reduce the likelihood 
of severe disease rather than provide a clear public health 
benefit through reduced transmission.

https://fyi.org.nz/request/17787/response/70870/attach/2/CHOIA181%20Binder%20
Redacted.pdf

https://fyi.org.nz/request/17787/
response/70870/attach/2/CHOIA181%20
Binder%20Redacted.pdf

	 But Medsafe was not 
sufficiently satisfied with 
either safety or effectiveness 
of the vaccine - Medsafe’s 
risk benefit analysis of Pfizer’s 
vaccine was “not clear”.

15 February 2021
First pamphlet: Getting Your COVID-19 Vaccine and What 
to Expect.

The first public COVID-19 vaccine information pamphlet 
(“Getting Your COVID-19 Vaccine and What to Expect”) 
advised that vaccination was expected to protect 
individuals from the effects of COVID-19, but it was not 
yet known whether vaccination would prevent infection 
or transmission. The pamphlet also stated that Medsafe 
would only approve vaccines once it was satisfied they 
were sufficiently safe and effective and that all COVID-19 
vaccines would be required to meet robust safety 
standards.

https://www.health.govt.nz/system/files/2021-03/h202101370_12_march_2020_
covid_vaccine_information_to_recipents.pdf? 

26 March 2021
The Māori Vaccination Plan stated that the vaccination 
programme would help manage the impact of COVID-19 
by actively protecting individuals from harm if they 
contracted COVID-19, and would only potentially reduce 
the risk of transmission in the community.

https://www.health.govt.nz/publications/covid-19-maori-vaccine-and-
immunisation-plan-supplementary-to-the-updated-covid-19-maori-health

	 At the time vaccination 
was rolled out, approved, 
and promoted, officials 
repeatedly  recorded that it 
was not yet known whether 
the vaccine prevented 
infection or transmission.

31 March 2021
Vaccination programme framework emphasises reducing 
transmission risk - The COVID-19 Vaccine and Immunisation 
Programme Sequencing Framework Update emphasised 
the importance of high vaccine uptake, particularly among 
border and Managed Isolation and Quarantine workers, 
to support the elimination strategy by reducing the risk of 
transmission in high-exposure settings.

https://www.health.govt.nz/system/files/2021-05/updated_approach_to_the_
sequencing_framework_for_covid-19_vaccines.pdf

20 April 2021
The Prime Minister stated that vaccinated people were still 
expected to be able to contract COVID-19, following a case 
involving a vaccinated border worker.

https://www.odt.co.nz/star-news/star-national/vaccinated-airport-worker-tests-
positive-covid

28 April 2021
Director-General of Health Ashley Bloomfield calls on 
Minister Hopkins Minister for COVID-19 Health Response 
to sign the first Vaccination Order (for border workers) 
noting that the vaccine may be effective in preventing 
transmission in the community.  That the mandating of the 
vaccine engages Bill of Rights considerations that can be 
justified (but that justification is redacted).

https://fyi.org.nz/request/17787/response/70870/attach/2/CHOIA181%20Binder%20
Redacted.pdf

	 When vaccination was 
mandated, it was still not 
known whether the vaccine 
prevented infection. Yet 
after roll-out there was 
increasing evidence that it 
was not effective at stopping 
tranmission or infection 
confirming Medsafe’s initial 
clinical evaluation.

May 2021
Between 17 December 2020 and 1 April 2021, the US reported 
on its VAERS database over 30,000 breakthrough infections, 
otherwise known as ‘vaccine failure’ and in Israel over 80% 
of those hospitalised were double-vaccinated.  The data 
indicated that the vaccine was not reliably preventing 
infection or transmission.

People’s Position - US VAERS adverse event reporting [186-187] and 
https://publichealthpolicyjournal.com/a-report-on-the-u-s-vaccine-adverse-
events-reporting-system-vaers-of-the-covid-19-messenger-ribonucleic-acid-
mrna-biologicals/

	 International health 
authorities were already 
discussing booster doses 
due to waning vaccine 
effectiveness, as Medsafe 
had identified in January 
2021, indicating protection 
was not long-lasting.

30 July 2021
US CDC reports vaccinated individuals can transmit Delta 
variant

https://archive.cdc.gov/#/details?url=https://www.cdc.gov/media/releases/2021/
s0730-mmwr-covid-19.html

CDC Briefing 18 August 2021 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ciVGAPuruoQ 

4 October 2021
The World Health Organization issued an interim statement 
on booster doses, noting evidence of waning vaccine 
effectiveness and the potential need for additional doses 
to maintain protection.

https://www.who.int/news/item/04-10-2021-interim-statement-on-booster-doses-
for-covid-19-vaccination

20 October 2021
Advice supporting the Vaccine Pass under the COVID-19 
Protection Framework recorded that vaccinated individuals 
could still transmit COVID-19.

https://covid19.govt.nz/assets/Proactive-Releases/Alert-levels-and-restrictions/10-
Dec-2021/Vaccine-Certificates-and-CPF/COVID-19-Protection-Framework-Settings.
pdf

	 At the time of considering 
and introducing the Vaccine 
Pass effectiveness was 
undermined by vaccinated 
persons still being able to 
transmit the virus.

22 October 2021
Government announced the Traffic Light System (Vaccine 
Pass) coming into effect 2 December 2021.

https://www.beehive.govt.nz/release/new-covid-19-protection-framework-
delivers-greater-freedoms-vaccinated-new-zealanders

18 November 2021
The Ministry of Health stated that when vaccination 
coverage is high, transmission is more likely to occur from a 
vaccinated individual than an unvaccinated individual.

https://mcusercontent.com/e0f05f1f51c69ca2ccb1bf848/files/8d46e90a-37d9-
3a3d-6699-0d0c806e9ace/Ministry_of_Health_position_statement_on_the_
management_of_unvaccinated_individuals_in_healthcare_settings.pdf 

2 December 2021
Traffic Light System (Vaccine Pass) comes into effect 
requiring everyone 12 years three months and over to provide 
proof of vaccination to access to employment, services, and 
participation in ordinary social and economic life.

	 The Director-
General of Health 
advised the Minister that 
vaccine effectiveness 
was unknown and 
estimated serious 
adverse reactions at 
approximately 1 in 100.
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