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ROYAL COMMISSION OF INQUIRY INTO COVID-19 LESSONS 

The Ministry of Defence’s initial information response to the RCOI request, April 2023 

The Ministry of Defence’s initial information response to the RCOI request, April 2023 

1. ‘Lessons learned’ exercises: Please identify any internal or external reviews,
investigations, or other exercises setting out lessons learned from the COVID-19
response, that your agency or groups have undertaken or commissioned. Please
categorise your list as follows:

• those publicly available – for these, please provide up-to-date website links;

• those completed but not publicly available – for these, please provide the title,
time period covered, purpose, scope and timeframe for public release (if
applicable);

• any forthcoming reviews, investigations or other exercises underway to identify
lessons learned – for these, please also provide the title, time period covered,
purpose and scope, timeframe for completion and likely timeframe for public
release (if applicable).

Response: 

Publicly available review 

The Ministry of Defence is a small agency made up of 175 staff. The Ministry is 
responsible for providing advice to help Government make well-informed decisions 
about the defence of New Zealand and its interests, purchasing major equipment to 
meet the New Zealand Defence Force’s capability needs, and assessing the Defence 
Force’s functions, duties and projects, and how we deliver capability.  

The largest part of the Ministry’s work (over half our staff and most of the Ministry’s 
spend) relates to the capability development and procurement phases of purchasing 
major defence equipment. This is delivered through the joint Ministry of Defence and 
New Zealand Defence Force Capability Management System. 

In 2021, as part of a wider programme of Capability Management System reviews, Sir 
Brian Roche conducted a ‘Review of Defence Procurement Policies and Practices 
2021’ (https://www.defence.govt.nz/publications/publication/review-of-defence-
procurement-policies-and-practices-2021). 

This review looked at how the Capability Management System coped during COVID-
19, how COVID-19 effected supply chains, and the impact of a more constrained 
funding environment going forward due to COVID-19. These findings are listed 
throughout the review but specifically on pages 10-11 and page 17. 

Completed lessons learned reviews that are not publicly available 

In May 2020, the Ministry of Defence’s Leadership Team commissioned a ‘Lessons 
Learned Survey’ relating to COVID-19 that was sent to all staff.  This survey covered 
the period from the first COVID-19 ‘lockdown’ in March 2020 through to May 2020. The 

Rele
as

ed
 un

de
r th

e O
ffic

ial
 In

for
mati

on
 A

ct 
19

82



2 

purpose of this survey was to inform a discussion about lessons learned and how the 
Ministry might operate going forward. The memorandum provided to the Leadership 
Team outlined the results and key themes, along with the full set of survey responses; 
these can be provided if requested.  

Further to the above, the Ministry of Defence also conducted a staff wellbeing survey 
in late 2021. While this was a wider wellbeing survey, COVID-19 and the Ministry’s 
response to it was a key theme in the results. Again, the memorandum provided to the 
Leadership Team that outlined the results and key themes, along with the full set of 
survey responses, can be provided if requested. 

Forthcoming reviews 

All Defence capability projects led by the Ministry of Defence are required to complete 
a project closure report. These reports have a dedicated section on the project’s 
lessons learned which are then fed back into the Capability Management System. 
However, as project closure reports are generally completed a few years after the 
equipment has been introduced into service, there have not yet been any closure 
reports completed where the related project was impacted by COVID-19.  

Project closure reports to be produced over the coming years are likely to have project-
related lessons learned due to COVID-19. A list of those projects, and when their 
project closure reports are due, can be provided if requested. 

2. Timeline of activities: If your agency’s and group’s key activities during COVID-19
are clearly covered in a timeline/chronology that is already publicly available, please
send us a website link to that information. We would also be grateful to receive any
unpublished timeline/chronology of your key COVID-19 related activities that you may
have prepared.

Response: 

The Ministry of Defence’s COVID-19 timeline of key decisions 

February 2020 

• Temporary Travel Policy deferred or cancelled all travel in order to mitigate
COVID-19 risk to staff.

March 2020 

• Organisation confirmed Business Continuity plans, critical work prioritisation and
health and safety responsibilities.

• Communication to staff provided detailing guidance, support to the wider AoG
effort, and Ministry operations and priorities.

• COVID-19 specific Leadership meetings established, focusing on strategic
governance and decision-making.

• Sub-working group established to ensure:
o Staff Communication
o Health and Safety
o Business Continuity planning
o National Security Response efforts
o Partner organisation liaison
o Support to wider systemRele
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• A third-tier managers’ group established to identify issues for Leadership, in order 
to ensure effective communication with staff, and monitor and report on staff 
welfare. 

• Working-from-home arrangements put in place for those who wanted to utilise it. 

• Technology solutions for staff working from home began to be processed (including 
provision of devices like iPads and laptops and/or setting up virtual remote access 
to the Ministry’s systems). Given the nature of the Ministry’s work, security settings 
and policies had to be rigorously followed before access could be provided. 

 

21 March 2020 – Government introduced 4-tiered COVID-19 Alert Level System  

• Ministry shifted to working from home in tranches from Monday 23 March.  

25 March 2020 – NZ moved to COVID-19 Alert Level 4 

• All staff told to work from home. 

• Daily Leadership Team and sub-working group meetings put in place. 

April 2020 

• Wellbeing Survey conducted to check how staff were doing. 

• Planning for potential return-to-work scenarios began. Also began to prepare 
for the transition, including principles for staff working arrangements during this 
phase and establishment of Health and Safety plans. 

28 April 2020 – NZ moved to COVID-19 Alert Level 3 

May 2020 

13 May 2020 – NZ moved to COVID-19 Alert level 2  

• The regularity of Strategic Team and sub-working group meetings reduced. 

• Health and Safety plan for working back at office issued. 

• The gradual phasing of staff returning to the office to work began.  

June 2020 

8 June 2020 – NZ moved to Alert Level 1 

• Lessons learned produced: 
o Existing Ministry COVID-19 operating structure worked well and could 

be reverted to again, including the regular Leadership meeting and 
established sub-working groups. 

o Lessons learned survey conducted of staff. 

• Ministry staff returned to Defence House as their usual place of work. 

• Leadership Team returned to their normal, weekly meeting rhythm. 

August to October 2020 

12 August 2020 – Auckland moved to COVID-19 Alert Level 3, rest of NZ moved to 
COVID-19 Alert Level 2 

• Ministry’s Health and Safety Plan for COVID-19 Alert Level 2 updated, 
circulated to the Health and Safety Committee, and posted on the Ministry’s 
Intranet.  

• Lessons learned survey findings shared with staff. 

• Flexible-working by-default guidance developed for managers and the Flexible 
Working Policy refreshed. 
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August 2021  

17 August 2021 – All of NZ moved to COVID-19 Alert Level 4 

• All staff told to work from home and work projects were prioritised.   

• All previous COVID-19 Alert Level 4 support mechanisms that had worked well 
for the Ministry were amended slightly from previous lessons learned and re-
established. 

• All previous Alert Level 4 guidance amended and re-issued to managers and 
staff. 

September 2021  

7 September 2021 – All of NZ moved to COVID-19 Alert Level 2 

• The gradual phasing of staff returning to the office began.  

• Ministry staff returned to Defence House as their usual place of work, however 
the Flexible Working Policy was used generously to ensure the balance 
between business continuity and safety of staff. 

December 2021 

2 December 2021 – All of NZ moved to the Covid-19 Protection Framework 

• Draft COVID-19 Vaccination Policy sent out to staff for consultation. 

• Feedback received was communicated to staff and final COVID-19 Vaccination 
Policy (which required vaccination) issued. 

January 2022 

• Flexible working by default guidance reiterated for managers and staff in light of 
growing Omicron concerns. 

23 January - All of NZ moved to RED setting of Covid-19 Protection Framework  

26 January - Omicron phases introduced 

 

February 2022 

24 February – All of NZ moved to Phase 3 of RED Omicron  

• The Ministry began working under a split (work from home/work from office) 
system to minimise the number of staff in the office. 

March 2022 

• The Ministry concluded split system working arrangements and staff returned to 
Defence House as their usual place of work. The Flexible Working Policy was 
used generously to ensure the balance between business continuity and safety 
of staff. 

June 2022 

• The Ministry’s COVID-19 Vaccination policy was suspended, consistent with 
other agencies. 

12 September – COVID-19 Protection Framework ended 

 

The Strategic Leadership Team ensured a constant (often daily) stream of 
communications to staff throughout all three waves of COVID-19. This was usually via the 
Secretary of Defence, the Deputy Secretary Governance, People and Executive Service, 
or the Chief People Advisor. Examples of these messages can be provided if requested. 
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3. Core information from your agency: Within the large volume of publicly available 
information that your agency and group have produced or co-produced on COVID-19 
related matters, please provide an up-to-date list of, and website links to, the core 
information that you consider central to the Inquiry gaining an initial understanding of 
key issues, decisions made and lessons learned. Please determine those which are 
crucial to our task and provide a good overall picture. This will support our early 
consideration of key information, help inform our future conversations with you, and 
help us identify further information we may need to request as the Inquiry progresses.  

You may wish to map the information you have selected against your timeline to 
support our understanding of the context in which this information was developed. 

 

Response: 

The impact of COVID-19 on the Ministry’s people and work has been significant over 
the past few years. Key insights related to the impact of COVID-19 can be found 

throughout our corporate publications: 

• Statements of Intent 

o https://www.defence.govt.nz/publications/publication/statement-of-
intent-2020-2024 

o https://www.defence.govt.nz/publications/publication/statement-of-
intent-2021-2025 

• Annual reports 
o https://www.defence.govt.nz/publications/publication/annual-report-

2019-2020 
o https://www.defence.govt.nz/publications/publication/annual-report-

2021 
o https://www.defence.govt.nz/publications/publication/te-purongo-a-tau-

annual-report-2022 

• Major Projects Reports 
o https://www.defence.govt.nz/publications/publication/major-projects-

report-2019 
o https://www.defence.govt.nz/publications/publication/major-projects-

report-2020 
o https://www.defence.govt.nz/publications/publication/major-projects-

report-2021 

• Ministerial priorities 
o https://www.defence.govt.nz/publications/publication/ministerial-

priorities-for-defence-2021 

• Defence Assessments 
o https://www.defence.govt.nz/publications/publication/defence-

assessment-2021 
 

Embedded within these documents are key elements of the Ministry of Defence’s 
COVID-19 response relating to our people (e.g. page 65 of the Annual Report 2020), 
our projects (e.g. page 13 of the Major Projects Report 2020), our international 
engagement (e.g. page 27 of the Statement of Intent 2020-2024) and the effect 
COVID-19 is likely to have on New Zealand’s security and defence environment (e.g. 
page 19 of the Defence Assessment 2021). 
 
Finally, the Biodefence Assessment completed in 2020, ‘Preparing for a new era of 
biological hazards and threats’, may be of specific interest: 
https://www.defence.govt.nz/publications/publication/biodefence. 
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COVID-19 is a powerful example of a biological hazard and the impact it can have 
globally and on New Zealand. This defence assessment analyses changes in the 
strategic environment as they relate biological hazards to New Zealand’s security and 
the wider security of the Pacific region. It also outlines potential Defence contributions 
as part of an All-of-Government response using the 4Rs (Reduction, Readiness, 
Response, and Recovery) framework. 

 
 

4. Overarching narrative: Some agencies have undertaken to support the Inquiry by 
developing an overarching narrative which provides key contextual information and 
reflections on their response. If you are intending to undertake a similar exercise to 
support the Inquiry, we would be grateful to receive an indication of the broad scope of 
this work and the expected timeframe for its completion.  

 
Response: 

The Ministry of Defence is not planning on providing an overarching narrative at this 
time. All of the information relating to the Ministry’s COVID-19 response is provided in 
responses to questions 1-3 above. However, if the Royal Commission of Inquiry into 
COVID-19 Lessons would like to receive an overarching narrative from the Ministry of 
Defence, this can be provided within a matter of weeks. 

 

 
5. Could you please provide us with a senior contact point in your agency for all matters 

relating to the Inquiry? 

 

Response: 

Anton Youngman, Deputy Secretary Strategy Management and Assessment, will be 
the Ministry of Defence’s senior contact point for this work. Anton can be contacted on 

 

 

 

6. Could you please advise us if there are other key staff you suggest we engage with 
soon in order to ensure their availability? 

 
Response: 

Depending on questions that the Royal Commission of Inquiry into COVID-19 Lessons 
ask, there may be a number of key staff that should be engaged with directly. Anton 
Youngman will be able to facilitate that depending on the request and will ensure their 
availability. 
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