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Joint Report: Wage Subsidy August 2021 scheme: Uptake, 

funding and operational matters 

Executive Summary 

This report provides key insights on demand for the first and second wage subsidy 
payments, and seeks approval for further funding. The report also provides an update on 
operational matters relating to the Wage Subsidy August 2021 scheme (WSSAUG21). 

Insights and costings 

Further funding is required for the third WSSAUG21 payment (WSSAUG21-3) 

We seek Joint Ministers’ agreement to draw down an additional $900 million of funding for 
the third WSSAUG21 payment (WSSAUG21-3). This report also provides key insights from 
the first two WSSAUG21 payments, including: 

 Paid, approved and pending applications for WSSAUG21 payment one represents 
uptake by 41.8% of jobs (excluding self-employed).  Payment two uptake rate 
represents 28.5% of jobs, noting that we expect that this will increase over the coming 
week as the final applications (likely dominated by large firms) are processed.  

 For payment one, the construction and accommodation and food services industries 
had high uptake, accounting for approximately one in three jobs supported (excluding 
self-employed).    

 Initial analysis of the second payment shows uptake in Auckland was almost twice as 
high as across the rest of New Zealand. 

Operational updates 

Wage Subsidy debt recovery 

Officials consider that in general it is appropriate to manage debt separately to the 
applications process to support timely cashflow.

Casual worker access to the scheme 

The Ministry of Education has also raised that ECE relief teachers on casual contracts may 
not be receiving the WSS, because employers are not meeting the revenue decline test to be 
eligible. This has been an issue raised in the context of casual workers generally. Eligible 
employers can apply for the wage subsidy for their casual workers but may choose not to 
include them in their application on the basis of their casual employee status. Ministers have 
indicated that there is no appetite to extend the WSS at this time. We are supportive of this 
position, and consider that any sector-based extensions would have strong precedent-setting 

[33]
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effects. We have provided further advice separately on income support options for low-
income households who have seen a drop in income following Alert Level restrictions 
[REP/21/9/986, T2021/2355].  

Clarifying the WSS revenue test for Early Childhood Education centres 

EY recently contacted the Ministry of Social Development (MSD), on behalf of the Early 
Childhood Education (ECE) sector querying the Government’s position that the Childcare 
Subsidy received by ECE Services during Alert Levels 3 and 4 is revenue for the purpose of 
the WSS. We consider it appropriate that all revenue sources, including government funding, 
should be factored into the 40% revenue decline to qualify for the WSS. Officials will arrange 
a call with EY on their query next week. 

Update on claims processing 

MSD has partnered with IR to implement a range of strategies to resolve pending and 
suspended applications for the WSSAUG21. MSD’s outbound calling campaign ensures all 
proactive steps are being taken to support applicants, particularly those who are self-
employed. Through the outbound calling campaign, MSD can verify the applicant’s information 
or change it if necessary. These applications are then matched against Inland Revenue (IR) 
information and valid applications can be approved. If verification does not occur, MSD informs 
the applicant to contact IR to discuss their self-employed status. Applicants are given 21 days 
to confirm their details with IR or to contact MSD. Without this information, MSD is unable to 
proceed with the application. 

Recommended Action 

We recommend that you: 
 
Part 1: insights and costings 
 
a note that Cabinet has authorised the Minister of Finance and Minister for Social 

Development and Employment to agree appropriation changes for the Business 
Support Subsidy COVID-19 appropriation to cover future Wage Subsidy payments 
relating to the 17 August 2021 Alert Level escalation, up to a maximum of $2,200 
million, to be charged against the COVID-19 Response and Recovery Fund [CAB-21-
MIN-0328 refers] 
 

b note that the following table outlines the costs and funding arrangements for the Wage 
Subsidy August 2021 scheme: 

 

As at 16 September WSS 
AUG21-1 

WSS 
AUG21-2 

WSS 
AUG21-3 

Funding 
buffer 

Total 
Funding 

Paid to date $1,287  $811  - - $2,098  
Balance in appropriation  $63  $189  - $250  $502  
New funding from CRRF - - $900  - $900  
Total cost $1,350  $1,000  $900  $250  $3,500  

 
c agree to provide an additional $900 million to meet the estimated cost of the third 

Wage Subsidy August 2021 payment (WSSAUG21-3)  
 

Agree/disagree Agree/disagree 
Hon Grant Robertson        Hon Carmel Sepuloni  
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d approve the following changes to appropriations to provide for the decision in 
recommendation c above, with a corresponding impact on the operating balance and 
net core Crown debt: 

 
 $m – increase/(decrease) 

Vote Social Development 
Minister for Social Development 
and Employment 

2021/22 2022/23 2023/24 2024/25 2025/26 & 
Outyears 

Non-Departmental Other 
Expenses: 

     

Business Support Subsidy COVID-
19 

900.000 - - - -

   

Total Operating  900.000 - - - -

 

Agree/disagree Agree/disagree 
Hon Grant Robertson        Hon Carmel Sepuloni  

 
e agree that the expenses incurred under recommendation d be charged against the 

COVID-19 Response and Recovery Fund (CRRF) established as part of Budget 2020  
 
Agree/disagree Agree/disagree 
Hon Grant Robertson        Hon Carmel Sepuloni  
 

f agree that the change to the appropriations for 2021/22 above be included in the 
2021/22 Supplementary Estimates and that, in the interim, the increase be met from 
Imprest Supply 

 
Agree/disagree Agree/disagree 
Hon Grant Robertson        Hon Carmel Sepuloni  
 

Part 2: Wage Subsidy operational matters 
Wage Subsidy debt recovery 

 
g note there is approximately $47m (4,031 debtors) of Wage Subsidy debt outstanding 

from repayments requested and volunteered from previous schemes 
 

h 

 
i 

 
j note for the Wage Subsidy August 2021 scheme, around 1,800 Wage Subsidy debtors 

have applied for the first and second payments (0.5% of applications for Payment 1 
and 0.7% of applications for Payment 2) of which around 1,400 have been granted the 
subsidy 

 
k note existing integrity checks mean that applications where there is an open allegation 

or investigation or other integrity risk are subject to additional pre-payment scrutiny, 
and this will include some applications with existing debt  

 

[33]
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l note as at 13 September, around 275 applications with existing debt arising from an 
MSD repayment request were the subject of additional pre-payment scrutiny to support 
an eligibility decision 
 

m note officials consider it appropriate to separate the functions of debt management 
from applications for a live scheme in general to support timely cashflow  

 
n 

 
Early Childhood Education and casual workers 
 
o note the Early Childhood Education sector has raised issues with the Government’s 

position that the Childcare Subsidy received by Early Childhood Education Services 
during Alert Levels 3 and 4 is revenue for the purpose of the Wage Subsidy  
 

p note officials consider it appropriate that all revenue sources, including government 
and private, should be factored into assessing whether a business has met the 40% 
revenue decline to qualify for the Wage Subsidy 
 

q note we have provided further advice separately on income support options for low-
income households, including casual workers, experiencing a drop in income following 
Alert Level restrictions [REP/21/9/986, T2021/2355] 

 
Update on claims processing 
 
r note MSD’s outbound calling campaign, involving three proactive attempts to contact 

applicants to resolve any integrity issues and achieve approval, ensures all proactive 
steps are being taken to support applicants, particularly sole traders 
 

s note applicants whose details cannot be verified following MSD engagement are given 
21 days to confirm their details with IR or to contact MSD before their application is 
declined. 

 

 
Keiran Kennedy 
Manager, Welfare & Oranga Tamariki, the Treasury 
 
 
 
 
 
George Van Ooyen 
Group General Manager, Client Service Support, Ministry of Social Development 

Hon Grant Robertson   Hon Carmel Sepuloni 
Minister of Finance   Minister for Social Development and Employment 
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Joint Report: Wage Subsidy August 2021 scheme: Uptake, 
funding and operational matters 

Purpose of Report 

1. Part one of this report provides you with an overview of key insights on demand for the 
first and second Wage Subsidy August 2021 scheme payments, updates the costs, 
and seeks approval for further funding from the COVID-19 Relief and Recovery Fund. 

2. Part two of this report provides an update on four discrete operational matters relating 
to the Wage Subsidy scheme: 

a. Wage Subsidy debt recovery 

b. casual worker access to the scheme 

c. clarifying the wage subsidy revenue test for Early Childhood Education centres  

d. update on claims processing. 

 

PART ONE: INSIGHTS AND COSTINGS 

Insights on demand for first and second Wage Subsidy payment  

3. Based on data as at 16 September, the estimated total cost of paid, approved and 
pending applications for the first and second payments of the August 2021 Wage 
Subsidy scheme is $2.28 billion, of which, $2.098 billion has been paid out by MSD.   

4. However, we expect that there may be some applications for the second payment that 
have not yet been processed, which means they don’t yet appear in the data as paid, 
approved and pending. Based on the experience of the first payment, we anticipate 
that the final cost of the first two payments may be closer to $2.35 billion.  

5. Looking at each payment:  

a. Payment one (WSSAUG21-1) – Paid, approved and pending applications include 
a total of 1.201m jobs (1.037m employees and 164.8k self-employed). This 
uptake rate represents 41.8% of jobs1 (excluding self-employed).   

b. Payment two (WSSAUG2-2) – Paid, approved and pending applications include 
a total of 833k jobs (705.4k employees and 128.0k self-employed). This uptake 
rate represents 28.5% of jobs (excluding self-employed). Note that we expect 
that this will increase over the coming week as the final applications (likely 
dominated by large firms) are processed.  

Uptake by firm size 

6. The following table looks at overall uptake by firm size. There is nothing to suggest that 
there is a substantial difference in firm behaviour by size between WSSAUG21 and 
WSSAUG21-2.  

 
1  Note that the number of jobs is based on data from MSD showing total jobs in March 2021 (this was used as the 
denominator for WSSMAR21 analysis).  This is used as it includes both a regional and industry split of jobs and is comparable 
with previous analysis. Total jobs used is 2,477,995.  This will not directly align with the latest analysis from MSD but is 
consistent with analysis to date [T2021/2170 refers].    
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Paid, approved and pending, 
as at 16 September WSSAUG21-1 WSSAUG21-2 Change 

SMALL FIRMS 

1 to 49 employees 
29.6% of all jobs 21.1% of all jobs 8.5 ppt reduction 

MEDIUM FIRMS 

50 to 499 employees 
8.9% of all jobs 5.4% of all jobs 3.5 ppt reduction 

LARGE FIRMS 

500 plus employees 
3.4% of all jobs 2.0% of all jobs 1.4 ppt reduction 

Total uptake  
(excl. self-employed) 

41.8% of all jobs 28.5% of all jobs 13.4 ppt reduction 

 

7. Looking specifically at large firms, we have seen similarly strong demand for the 
second payment as we did with the first.   

a. WSSAUG21-1 – In total, there are 73 large firms with paid, approved and 
pending applications for payment one. However, at the comparable point in time 
two weeks ago, 47 large firms had been fully processed (of which, 15 had over 
1000 employees). The lags in processing applications from large firms meant 
that 26 large firms appeared in the data the following week bringing the total of 
these firms from 1.9% to 3.4% of all jobs.  

b. WSSAUG21-2 – To date, applications from 40 large firms have been processed, 
and appear in the data as paid, approved and pending applications for payment 
two (of which, 10 have over 1000 employees). Experience from payment one 
suggests that final uptake could still rise by between 1-3% of all jobs.  

Overlap between two payments 

8. The majority of applications have been paid across both payments. However, a 
number of jobs remain in either pending or ‘approved but not yet paid’ applications.    

a. WSSAUG21-1 – 95% of the 1.201m paid, approved and pending jobs have been 
paid (98% of employees and 80% of self-employed). This is equal to 55.5k jobs 
not yet paid.  

b. WSSAUG21-2 – 87% of the 833k paid, approved and pending jobs have been 
paid (88% of employees and 84% of self-employed). This is equal to 104.5k jobs 
not yet paid.  

9. Limiting the analysis to only paid applications allows us to look at the overlap between 
WSSAUG21-1 and WSSAUG21-2. Note that as more applications are paid for 
WSSAUG21-2, this picture will likely change. In total, 1.198m jobs have been paid one 
or both payments (87% employees and 13% self-employed), of these:  

a. 56% received both payments (49% employees plus 7% self-employed) 

b. 39% only received the WSSAUG21-1 payment (35% employees plus 4% self-
employed) 

c. 4% only received the WSSAUG21-2 payment (2% employees plus 2% self-
employed).  
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Industry and regional breakdown 

10. MSD have undertaken more detailed analysis of the first two payments in the IDI. This 
allows for greater insights around the industry and regional breakdown of recipients.  
The analysis is based on employees included in paid applications as at 10 September 
and excludes self-employed recipients. The coverage of the analysis is as follows:  

a. WSSAUG21-1 – Analysis covers 93% of the 1.037m employees included in 
paid, approved and pending applications as at 16 September. 

b. WSSAUG21-2 – Analysis covers 61% of the 705.4k employees included in paid, 
approved and pending applications as at 16 September.   

WSSAUG21-1 

11. The chart below shows that for WSSAUG21-1, two industries had high uptake (i.e. 
over 67% of jobs supported), these were construction (86%) and accommodation and 
food services (89%). Due to the size of these industries, these represent approximately 
1 in every 3 jobs supported.  A further eight industries had medium uptake (i.e. 
between 33 and 67% of jobs supported).   

 

  

Health care and social 
assistance: 15% uptake, 
39.3k jobs

Manufacturing: 
49% uptake 112.1k jobs

Retail trade: 
49% uptake, 109.2k jobs

Education and training: 
8% uptake, 18.1k jobs

Construction: 86%
uptake, 181.0k jobs

Professional, scientific and 
technical services: 25%
uptake, 51.1k jobs

Accommodation and food 
services: 89% uptake, 145.6k jobs

Administrative and 
support services: 42%
uptake, 58.2k jobs

Wholesale trade: 
49% uptake, 57.8k jobs

Agriculture, forestry and 
fishing: 18% uptake, 20.6k jobs

Transport, postal and 
warehousing: 38%
uptake, 36.0k jobs

Other services: 
63% uptake, 55.1k jobs

Arts and recreation services: 
49% uptake, 23.6k jobs

Rental, hiring and real estate 
services: 43% uptake,19.8k jobs
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WSSAUG21-2 

12. According to the initial analysis of WSSAUG21-2, uptake in Auckland was almost twice 
as high as across the rest of New Zealand.2  The analysis also suggests that a 
difference between uptake by industry is also emerging between Auckland and the rest 
of New Zealand.  While this is a useful early indication, this only represents a subset of 
the total uptake for payment two.   

a. Auckland – Three industries had medium uptake which were construction 
(59%), accommodation and food services (64%), and other services (51%). This 
aligns with the pattern from the first payment suggesting these are the industries 
most impacted by Alert Level 4.   

b. Rest of New Zealand – Only accommodation and food services (56%) had 
medium uptake. Construction and other services to date had low uptake which 
could reflect the additional economic activity permissible in alert levels 2 and 3.  

Approval for further funding for WSSAUG21-3 

 
13. Further funding will be required for the third Wage Subsidy August 2021 payment 

(WSSAUG21-3). Cabinet delegated joint Ministers authority to approve up to $2.2 
billion for subsequent Wage Subsidy August 2021 payments, of which authority for 
$1.7 billion remains [CAB-21-MIN-0328 refers].  

14. Last week we revised our estimates for WSSAUG21-3 [T2021/2312 refers].  Based on 
the latest data, we are again revising upwards our estimate slightly for Auckland 
remaining at Alert Level (AL) 4 for at least 8 days of the revenue period, and the rest of 
NZ remaining at AL23 to between $550 and $900 million.  

15. As shown in the table below, this paper therefore seeks approval to draw down an 
additional $900 million for WSSAUG21-3 based on the upper estimate of the AL4/AL2 
scenario.  We propose retaining the $250 million funding buffer to acknowledge the 
considerable uncertainty around demand for the scheme in this context.   

As at 16 September 
WSS 

AUG21-1 
WSS 

AUG21-2 
WSS 

AUG21-3 
Funding 
buffer 

Total 
Funding 

Paid to date $1,287  $811  - - $2,098  

Balance in appropriation  $63  $189  - $250  $502  

New funding from CRRF - - $900  - $900  

Total cost $1,350  $1,000  $900  $250  $3,500  

 
 
16. Assuming this is approved, there will be $800 million remaining under the delegation to 

joint Ministers that could be drawn down for a fourth payment if required.  

 
2  24.7% of jobs in Auckland, compared to 13.5% of jobs elsewhere 
3  The revenue test period for the third payment runs from Monday 14 September until Monday 27 September. There is an 
in-principle decision for Auckland to move to AL3 from Wednesday 22 September. 
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PART TWO: OPERATIONAL MATTERS 

Recovery of Wage Subsidy Debt 

Context 

17. The Wage Subsidy scheme integrity programme that cover all Wage Subsidy schemes 
was designed to help ensure that only applicants who meet the criteria receive support 
from the subsidy, by identifying applications that may pose some integrity risk, and to 
recover payments from recipients who incorrectly received support from the subsidy. 

18. Integrity enhancements made in response to the Auditor General’s recommendations 
were included for the March 2021 scheme and continued in the current scheme, 
including requiring recipients to prepare and retain evidence to support their 
declaration. 

19. MSD is also contacting a sample of early March 2020 Wage Subsidy recipients to 
discuss eligibility and obtain documentary evidence to confirm entitlement, seeking 
written confirmation of eligibility and compliance with obligations from another sample 
of March 2020 recipients, and taking prosecutions where that is appropriate. 

20. As part of the Wage Subsidy scheme (WSS) application process, applicants are 
required to declare that they meet the eligibility criteria and understand the full range of 
obligations as listed on the declaration form. 

21. Applicants agree they will repay any subsidy if they were not or stopped being entitled 
to the subsidy paid, provided false or misleading information in their application, or 
received business interruption insurance for costs covered by the WSS. Applicants 
also acknowledge that they may be subject to civil proceedings for the recovery of any 
amount received that they are not entitled to or prosecution for criminal offending. 

Significant repayments have been made and some debt is outstanding 

22. MSD categorises WSS repayments as voluntary where the recipient has offered or 
agreed to repay any or all of a subsidy received, usually by approaching MSD 
proactively to repay. Other repayments are requested by MSD, where it has been 
determined the applicant did not qualify for some or all of the subsidy. 

23. To date, MSD has received $745.4 million in WSS repayments. Around $47 million in 
WSS debt is outstanding from 4031 debtors. $15.7m (1,795 debtors) of this debt arises 
from voluntary offers to repay while $31.6m (2,236 debtors) has been requested by 
MSD. Repayment arrangements are in place for around $10.8 million (749 debtors) of 
the $47m. $25.5m (81%) of debt requested by MSD (not volunteered) is not currently 
under a repayment arrangement. 

24. Average debt per debtor is around $12,000. Approximately 30% of outstanding WSS 
debt by value is for amounts less than $10,000, approximately 50% is for amounts less 
than $20,000 and approximately 20% is for amounts over $100,000 (42 debtors). 

25. 

26. 

[33]

[33]
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a 

b 

c 

27. 

28. 

29. 

30. 

31. 

32. 

33. 

It is appropriate to manage debt separately to the applications process in general 

34. Officials consider that in general it is appropriate to manage debt separately to the 
applications process. To protect public funds, debt should be managed through a 
range of debt recovery options that operate in ‘normal times’ beyond an outbreak. 

35. The policy priority from a WSS perspective remains timely cashflow, to eligible 
applicants, to support employment and businesses in a crisis. Where Crown debt 
exists due to previous wrongdoing, existing integrity controls reduce the risk of 
incorrect application decisions and may provide the opportunity to put in place 
repayment arrangements. 

[33]

[33]
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36. If previous WSS debt was factored into the application process this could dissuade 
people from applying, in particular those with lower financial literacy.  

37. 

Wage Subsidy access for casual workers 

38. Eligible employers can get the WSS for their casual employees for their usual hours, 
and must continue to employ them for the subsidy period. Employers will need to meet 
the relevant eligibility criteria such as a 40% decline in revenue due to the effects of 
Alert Level 3 or 4.  

39. Employers receiving the WSS must not make any changes to their obligations under 
any employment agreement for casual workers, including to rates of pay, hours of work 
and leave entitlements, without the written agreement of the relevant employee. 

40. The Ministry of Education has also raised that Early Childhood Education (ECE) relief 
teachers on casual contracts may not be receiving the WSS, because employers are 
not meeting the revenue decline test to be eligible for the WSS, or eligible employers 
may choose not to include them in their WSS application on the basis of their casual 
employee status. This has been an issue raised in the context of casual workers 
generally who are employed by businesses that do not meet WSS revenue decline 
requirements.4  

41. We are continuing to monitor this issue, though Ministers have indicated that there is 
no appetite to extend the WSS or to provide sector-based economic supports at this 
time. We are supportive of this position, and consider that any sector-based extensions 
to the WSS would raise equity concerns between industries, and would have strong 
precedent-setting effects. 

42. ECE businesses may be eligible for economic supports other than the WSS, including 
the Resurgence Support Payment, Leave Support Scheme, Short-Term Absence 
Payment, Small Business Cashflow Loan Scheme, and Business Debt Hibernation 
scheme. 

43. In addition, the Government has contracted approved OSCAR and licensed home-
based education and care providers across the country to provide childcare to workers 
in Alert Level 4 businesses and services. This scheme has seen high uptake during the 
most recent August-September outbreak. 

44. 

 
4  For example see Stuff article from 5 September 2021 ‘Concerns temp workers slipping through 
cracks in wage subsidy scheme’: https://www.stuff.co.nz/timaru-herald/news/126217744/concerns-
temp-workers-slipping-through-gaps-in-wage-subsidy-scheme 

[33]

[33]
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45. 

46. 

Confirming revenue calculation for Early Childhood Education centres 

47. EY recently contacted the Ministry of Social Development (MSD), on behalf of the Early 
Childhood Education (ECE) sector querying the Government’s position that the 
Childcare Subsidy received by Early Childhood Education Services (ECES) during 
Alert Levels 3 and 4 is revenue for the purpose of the WSS. In August 2020, the 
Government made a decision to continue providing the Childcare Subsidy to ECES 
during Alert Levels 3 and 4 in spite of services not being provided. Some ECE centres 
would apparently qualify for the WSS if they were allowed to exclude this income from 
the WSS revenue decline test. The treatment of the Childcare Subsidy for the purposes 
of the revenue decline test has been communicated to the sector via the Ministry of 
Education. 

48. We consider it appropriate that all revenue sources, including government and private, 
should be factored into assessing whether a business has met the 40% revenue 
decline to qualify for the WSS. In line with this, MSD and the Treasury agree that the 
Childcare Subsidy, as with other Government grants or funding received by 
businesses, should continue to be considered as revenue for the purposes of WSS 
eligibility. This is consistent with the intent of the WSS to share the costs of lockdowns 
between Government, employers, and employees. 

49. MSD and Treasury officials plan to call EY next week to follow up on their query. EY 
has noted that without access to the WSS, it expects some ECE providers may make 
redundancies. 

Update on claims processing  

50. For the current scheme enhanced checks are in place for self-employed business 
operators via IR, however most applicants have received payment same day or next 
business day. 

51. MSD and IR have committed significant resource to resolving pending or suspended 
applications, which require either verification of the applicant’s self-employed status with 
IR or reviewing the application with the applicant. 

52. MSD has partnered with IR to implement a range of strategies to resolve pending and 
suspended applications. This includes: 

a. MSD undertaking an outbound calling campaign to affected applicants, involving 
three proactive attempts to contact the applicant to resolve any integrity issues and 
achieve approval 

b. having dedicated inbound contact centre support in both agencies for applicants to 
make contact to resolve application issues 

c. continuing to share data and information with the objective to resolve pending and 
suspended applications. 

[33]
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53. The outbound calling campaign ensures all proactive steps are being taken to support 
these applicants. Through this engagement MSD can verify the applicant’s information 
or change it if necessary. These applications are then matched against IR information 
overnight and valid applications can be approved. If this verification does not occur, MSD 
informs the applicant to contact IR to discuss their self-employed status. Applicants are 
given 21 days to confirm their details with IR or to contact MSD. 

54. IR has a dedicated team focusing on verifying self-employed applicants within their 
system, and has increased the resource required to manage the increased demand. 

55. The process to date has seen automation increase across WSSAUG21-2 and 
WSSAUG21-3 applications, especially for self-employed applicants. MSD will update the 
Minister for Social Development and Employment’s office next week on progress. 

 


