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Dear
 
Thank you for your Official Information Act request, received on 25 August 2020.  You 
requested: 
 

“Has there been any QALY (Quality Adjusted Life Years) or Wellbeing framework 
analysis provided to Government? If so, please provide it publicly and count this as a 
request under the OIA. 
 
IE. I see there’s this rebuttal 
https://treasury.govt.nz/sites/default/files/2020-08/oia-20200169.pdf 
 
But where is the Treasury’s own better advice on QALY analysis? It’s used by Pharmac 
and MoH regularly to make big decisions. Why not by Treasury for these big decisions 
about coming out (or going into) lockdowns?” 
 
FYI from others 
 
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/00779954.2020.1806340 
 
https://ideas.repec.org/p/wai/econwp/20-06.html 
 
http://www.tailrisk.co.nz/documents/Corona.pdf 
 
https://www.productivity.govt.nz/research/cost-benefit-analysis-covid-alert-4/ 
 
https://croakingcassandra.com/2020/08/20/choices-and-options-public-and-private/ 
 
Surely Treasury can do better than these ‘armchair utilitarians’?  Although I note there’s 
a couple of very senior former RBNZ and Treasury officials amongst that lot… 
 

 
On 26 August the Treasury emailed you an explanation of the QALYs aspect of the request.  
As you are aware, on 22 September we extended the timeframe for making a decision on 
your request by 20 working days.   
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On 6 October, the Treasury confirmed that we intended to decline the QALYs aspect of the 
request as the Treasury does not hold the QALY information you requested. Therefore, I am 
refusing this part your request under section 18 (e) of the Official Information Act – the 
document alleged to contain the information requested does not exist.  
 
The Treasury also confirmed with you that we have released the majority of our advice on 
the alert level decisions and offered to send you a list. You confirmed that you would like to 
request this list of previously released advice. 
 
In response to this part of your request, here is an explanation of how we approached our 
early advice on Alert Levels and a list of our previously released Alert Levels advice. 
 
Approach to early Alert Levels advice 
 
The Treasury’s advice on policy options to manage the spread of COVID-19 was given in the 
context of the Elimination Strategy and the Alert Levels framework. For this reason, we are 
releasing all advice that the Treasury provided to Ministers on Alert Levels.  
 
In advising on Alert Levels, the Treasury was working with ambiguity and uncertainty and 
used scenario-based advice to inform decision-making as the response to COVID-19 
developed. Our approach to estimating the impacts of the Alert Levels looked at the relative 
activity loss from different Alert Level settings compared with pre-COVID-19 GDP.  
The need for a swift response, and one that traversed an extensive range of measures 
across government, meant there was little time for traditional consultation and, in order to 
respond swiftly, advice and analysis had to be broad with wide coverage.  
 
Approach to advice on economic and fiscal impacts of Alert Levels 
 
Prior to Cabinet decisions on changes to the Alert Levels and the Government’s response, 
the Treasury provides the Minister of Finance with advice on the likely direct fiscal and 
economic impacts for Cabinet to assess alongside advice from other departments. The 
Treasury also provides advice on the longer-term economic and wellbeing impacts of policy 
options under the Living Standards Framework. 
 
Our ability to do this more effectively improves as more data becomes available – particularly 
on economic activity under previous Alert Level settings and following previous Alert Level 
changes. A consistent message from all economic forecasters who have undertaken their 
own assessments is that their results are subject to a high degree of uncertainty. This is 
reflected in the wide range across the forecasts and results we have seen to date. 
 
Quality Adjusted Life Years (QALY) are generally most suitable to apply where robust clinical 
data can support an assessment of the likely effectiveness of alternative health interventions 
targeted at broadly the same outcome (longer healthy life). With COVID-19, the clinical 
evidence is still preliminary and emergent, and in our view insufficient to support an 
informative QALY-based analysis of the mortality and morbidity impacts associated with 
COVID-19 and with interventions responding to COVID-19.  
 
Dollar valuations of QALYs (and other non-monetary outcomes) are even more contestable, 
especially when used outside of the analytical or policy contexts in which they are derived. 
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They require, for example, contentious judgements about the valuation of life and health that 
may not be generalisable to the novel case of COVID-19 management. In addition, QALY 
analysis does not incorporate a number of medium and longer-term economic outcomes; for 
example, the benefits of the confidence impact among a population of a society being free 
from COVID-19, or from the knowledge that outbreaks would be managed appropriately. For 
these reasons, the Treasury has judged that there would be limited information value or 
value to decision makers in pursuing QALY-based analyses at this stage to support our 
advice. 
 
Previously released documents relating to Alert Levels 
 
Document Link
Treasury report: COVID-19 
scenarios and an initial 
framework for economic 
policy responses 

https://covid19.govt.nz/assets/resources/proactive-
release/COVID-19-scenarios-and-an-initial-
framework-for-economic-policy-responses.pdf 
 
 

Treasury report: An 
intervention strategy for 
economic policy responses to 
COVID-19 

https://covid19.govt.nz/assets/resources/proactive-
release/An-intervention-strategy-for-economic-policy-
responses-to-COVID-19.pdf 
 

Response to a Treasury OIA 
request: Alert Levels advice to 
8 June 

https://www.treasury.govt.nz/sites/default/files/2020-
08/oia-20200159.pdf 

Response to a Treasury OIA 
request: Alert Levels advice to 
13 August 

https://www.treasury.govt.nz/publications/oia-
response/information-treasury-analysis-relating-level-
4-lockdown-oia-20200283 

Pre-election Economic and 
Fiscal Update 

https://www.treasury.govt.nz/publications/efu/pre-
election-economic-and-fiscal-update-2020 

 
Please note that this letter (with your personal details removed) and enclosed documents 
may be published on the Treasury website. This reply addresses the information you 
requested.  You have the right to ask the Ombudsman to investigate and review my decision.  
 
Yours sincerely 
 
 
 
 
 
Geraldine Treacher 
Manager, COVID Strategy and Governance 
 


