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Ref: OIA-2021/22-1068 
Dear
 
Official Information Act request relating to mis/disinformation 
 
I refer to your Official Information Act 1982 (the Act) request received by the Department of 
the Prime Minister and Cabinet (DPMC) on 7 March 2022. You requested: 
 

“Can I please have a copy of all advice, briefings, reports, aides memoire and memos 
prepared by the Department relating to mis/disinformation since January 2021.” 

 
The time frame for responding to your request was extended under section 15A of the Act by 
40 working days because it necessitated a search through a large quantity of information, 
and further consultation was needed before a decision could be made on the request. 
Following this extension, I am now in a position to respond. I apologise for the further delay 
in my response as both the identification and collation of material and subsequent 
consultation took longer than originally anticipated. 
 
In considering the scope of your request, I have taken your request to be for advice, 
briefings, reports, aides-memoire, and memos prepared by DPMC relating to COVID-19 
mis/disinformation between 1 January 2021 and 7 March 2022. 
 
Information being released 
 
Extracts 
 
Note that some information which has been identified as relevant to your request is provided 
in the form of extracts, as much of the remaining information contained within these 
documents is out of scope of your request. These extracts have been included as Appendix 
One to this response letter. 
 
Some information has been withheld from these extracts under the following sections of the 
Act: 
• section 6(a), to avoid prejudicing the security or defence of New Zealand; 
• section 9(2)(ba)(i), to protect the supply of similar information in the future; 
• section 9(2)(f)(iv), to maintain the confidentiality of advice tendered by or to Ministers 

and officials; 
• section 9(2)(g)(i), to maintain the effective conduct of public affairs through the free and 

frank expression of opinion; and 
• section 9(2)(j), to enable negotiations to be carried on without prejudice or disadvantage. 
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Documents 
 
Additionally, I am releasing documents which fall within the scope of your request and are 
attached to this response as Appendix Two. 
 
Some material has been withheld from these documents under the following sections of the 
Act: 
• section 6(a), as outlined above; 
• section 6(b)(i), to protect the entrusting of information to the Government of 

New Zealand on a basis of confidence by the Government of any other country or any 
agency of such a Government  

• section 9(2)(a), as the withholding of the information is necessary to protect the privacy 
of natural persons; 

• section 9(2)(ba)(i), to protect the supply of similar information in the future; 
• section 9(2)(f)(iv), as outlined above; and 
• section 9(2)(g)(i), as outlined above. 
 
Information withheld in full 
 
Briefings 
 
In addition, Rt Hon Jacinda Ardern received a copy of the briefing “Improving Reporting and 
Triaging/Response Systems for Concerning Behaviours, Cybercrime and Online Harms” 
(29 October 2021), in both her capacity as Prime Minister and Minister for National Security 
and Intelligence. It is necessary at this time to withhold this briefing in full under sections 
9(2)(f)(iv) and 9(2)(g)(i) of the Act, as outlined above. 
 
I can however advise that this briefing relates to recommendation 12 of the report of the 
Royal Commission of Inquiry into the Terrorist Attack on Christchurch Masjidain on 15 March 
2019, which the Government agreed to in principle in December 2020. Accordingly, while 
mis/disinformation is among the issues considered as part of this work, mis/disinformation is 
not the main driver of this briefing.  
 
A further document, prepared for inter-agency consideration, titled Resourcing efforts to 
address mis/disinformation challenges dated 8 December 2021, has also been withheld in 
full under sections 6(a) and 9(2)(f)(iv) of the Act, for the reasons outlined above.  
 
Oral update 
 
As you may be aware, the Prime Minister also receives verbal updates directly from the 
Chief Executive of DPMC in their role as the head of the National Security System, and as 
Chair of the Officials Committee for Domestic and External Security Coordination (ODESC), 
as required. The Prime Minister received one such oral update from the Chief Executive of 
DPMC in their capacity as Chair of ODESC in November 2021 that is in scope of your 
request, however it is necessary to withhold the details of this update under section 6(a) of 
the Act, for the reasons outlined above. 
 
I can advise that this update noted, at a high level, the extreme nature of some of the rhetoric 
used online, the mis/disinformation trend, and that the related protest activity at that time 
remained largely peaceful. 
 
Aide-Memoire 
 
A paragraph from an Aide-Memoire written in February ahead of a regular meeting between 
Rt Hon Jacinda Ardern and senior officials in March was also identified as in scope of your 
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request, however it is necessary to withhold this paragraph under section 6(a) of the Act, for
the reasons outlined above.

Policy Advisory Group briefings

Also identified as relevant to your request are some briefings provided by the DPMC Policy
Advisory Group to the Prime Minister. These briefings are provided to the Prime Minister in
confidence to support her in her role as leader of the Government and chair of Cabinet.
These briefings are withheld in their entirety under sections 9(2)(f)(iv) and 9(2)(g)(i), as
outlined above.

National Assessments Bureau information 

Some material identified within scope of your request was prepared by the National
Assessments Bureau. I have decided to withhold this information in full under section 6(a) of
the Act, as outlined above.

Information publicly available

Additional information within the scope of your request has been identified within COVID-19
Response Weekly Reports which have been proactively released on the Unite Against
COVID-19 website. These reports are accessible through the following link and are therefore
refused under 18(d) of the Act as this information is publicly available at:
covid19.govt.nz/about-our-covid-19-response/proactive-releases/reviews-and-
audits/#proactive-releases-%E2%80%94-4-april-2022

A final report The Evolving Picture of Online/Offline Activism Linked to the COVID-19 
Pandemic dated 29 October 2021 was identified as being within scope of your request. This
document is scheduled for proactive release and is therefore refused under section 18(d) of
the Act, as the information will soon be publicly available.

This response will be published on DPMC’s website during our regular publication cycle.
Typically, information is released monthly, or as otherwise determined. Your personal
information including name and contact details will be removed for publication.

The Unite Against COVID-19 website also contains further information regarding
misinformation and is accessible via the following link: covid19.govt.nz/prepare-and-stay-
safe/misinformation-scams-and-online-harm.

Yours sincerely

Nicky Eaton
Acting Deputy Chief Executive
National Security Group



Extracts of information relevant to disinformation/misinformation 

Fortnightly Reports 

The following excerpts from fortnightly reports prepared by the National Security Group within 
the Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet (DPMC) for the Minister for National 
Security and Intelligence. 

From report dated 21 July 2021 

“Mis/disinformation 

1. Since we briefed you in April on efforts to strengthen resilience to mis/disinformation,
there have been some key developments:

a. There is an increasing level of overlap between the networks and
individuals producing mis/dis-information on one hand, and threatening
online content and behaviour on the other. This has made the landscape
more complex for those, such as [section 9(2)(ba)(i)], seeking to work in
this area.

b. The multi-stakeholder group was convened for its first hui in Auckland in
early June. Academics, researchers and representatives of a number of
communities told us that current government efforts need to be focused on
supporting those communities that have been the victims of online hatred
and harassment.

c. [Two sentences withheld under section 9(2)(ba)(i)]

d. You also recently received a letter from InternetNZ detailing the urgent
need for funding to support non-governmental activities to counter mis and
disinformation. We are in regular contact with InternetNZ and are working
with agencies to identify what funding might be available in the current
financial year.

2. The next meeting of the multi-stakeholder group is expected to take place in August,
once further progress has been made to address the issues above. It will focus on
funding needs and the development of a whole-of-society strategic framework. We will
brief Ministers on developments following that meeting.”

From report dated 13 October 2021 

“Mis/Disinformation 

• An inter-agency group convened by DPMC, in coordination with academic and non-
governmental partners, continues to develop approaches to address COVID-19 mis- 
and disinformation. This includes improving the process for reporting and triaging
misinformation, further refining the COVID-19 strategic communications approach,
reaching out to support communities, and working with social media platforms to limit
the spread of misinformation. The situation continues to evolve as a number of
prominent spreaders of false information have switched from mainstream to less public
social media platforms, and as key groups take their mis- and disinformation activities
offline to target schools and vulnerable communities.”

APPENDIX ONE



From report dated 8 December 2021 
 

“Mis/disinformation: Establishment of a virtual triage and reporting cell  

• Following the recent escalation of concerning mis/disinformation and threats against 
the COVID-19 response, DPMC has brought together the National Assessments 
Bureau (NAB), the Ministry of Health’s [withheld under section 9(2)(ba)(i)] and 
[withheld under section 9(2)(ba)(i)] into a virtual triaging and reporting cell. Its 
purpose will be to provide a structure for collating, synthesising and reporting 
information to you, other relevant Ministers, and senior officials on the impact of 
mis/disinformation on public safety and the associated effect of COVID-19 response 
measures on social cohesion. 

• The first report to Ministers is expected before Christmas and will likely become 
fortnightly from February 2022. The purpose will be to provide timely, accurate and 
contextualised information on the misinformation environment surrounding the COVID-
19 response, and to ensure visibility of potential or emerging public safety or national 
security risks. The cell will report to the Interagency Coordination Group, which is 
convened by DPMC to support efforts to build resilience to mis/disinformation.” 

 
Aide Memoire 
 
In addition, in her capacity as the Minister for National Security and Intelligence, 
Rt Hon Jacinda Ardern received an aide-memoire ahead of a regular meeting with senior 
officials in February 2022.  
 
We have taken the exact details of this meeting to be out of scope of your request, but if 
requested, we would need to withhold such details for security reasons. This aide memoire 
contained the following information relevant to your request.  
 
 “Item 1: Security challenges to New Zealand’s COVID-19 response 

3. Your Chief of Staff requested an update on recent cross-government work on security 
threats to the COVID-19 response, including mis/dis-information and violent 
extremism.  

4. In December 2021 a trial process was established to more effectively triage and report 
information on less-than-criminal threats to the COVID-19 response. Analysts from the 
National Assessments Bureau (NAB) and the Ministry of Health’s [withheld under 
section 9(2)(ba)(i)], in coordination with [withheld under section 9(2)(ba)(i)] and the 
[withheld under section 9(2)(ba)(i)], are working to ensure that relevant and available 
information is properly assessed, shared and reported to decision makers.  A first 
‘bulletin’ was distributed before Christmas, with more regular products planned to 
follow. 

5. As one of the key information streams, for the past six months [withheld under 
section 9(2)(ba)(i)] has been providing regular summaries of the key 
mis/disinformation and anti-authority/anti-vaccine narratives circulating online. This 
information has been invaluable to understanding how trends are evolving over time, 
particularly as new policies – such as the national “red” traffic light level and the 
vaccination of 5 -11 year olds – are rolled out. [withheld under section 9(2)(j)]. 

6. This work helps to inform our strategic communications approach, which focuses on 
the following: 

a. Supporting a whole of society approach:  

i. using a coordinated approach across government and into communities; 
and 



ii. collective planning, collaboration and delivery through multi sector 
approach that is innovative and inclusive for all. 

b. Increasing the public’s resilience to disinformation and online harms by 
promoting digital literacy and critical thinking. 

c. Promoting credible information through effective communication and rebutting, 
correcting or countering disinformation with facts, and; 

d. Preventing the propagation of false and damaging content: 

i. by ensuring a robust reporting mechanism is communicated; 

ii. engaging with social media platforms to prevent the spread of COVID-19 
misinformation; and 

iii. encouraging social media managers to maintain a safe community space. 

7. There is, however, specific concern within Māori communities about misinformation 
affecting vaccine take-up, and the COVID-19 Group has been directly engaging 
through the Māori Council’s COVID-19 response framework – Ngā Mana Whakahaere 
o COVID-19 - to see how we can best support Māori to counter misinformation in their 
communities. 

8. Another key focus is the increasing online harassment, doxxing and threats directed 
towards communities, public figures and public servants. In December, the Human 
Rights Commission launched the ‘Dial It Down’ campaign in an effort to reduce the 
amount of online hate in COVID-19 discussions, and work continues on RCOI 
Recommendation 12 (a single reporting and response mechanism for concerning 
behaviours). However, more still needs to be done to support victims of online 
harassment and threats. COVID-19 Group, DIA and PSC are considering how to better 
support public servants and public figures who have been increasingly targeted online, 
and [withheld under section 9(2)(f)(iv)].” 

 
You will note that both this aide-memoire excerpt, and the fortnightly report excerpt from 
8 December 2021 refer to the establishment of a virtual triaging and reporting cell, which would 
provide regular reports/bulletins to the Minister. These bulletins were discontinued in early 
2022.  
 
 





_____________

_____________
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18 November 2021 

To: Members, COVID-19 Chief Executives Board 

COVID-19 Disinformation and harmful content 

Purpose 

1. This paper provides the COVID-19 Chief Executives Board (CCB) with an overview of
the landscape of misinformation and disinformation currently circulating in Aotearoa New
Zealand and sets out the approach agencies are taking to respond to these online
harms.

Disinformation and harmful online content in Aotearoa New Zealand has been 
escalating in intensity and impact… 

2. The circulation of COVID-19 and vaccine disinformation continues to escalate globally.
With the Delta outbreak and the momentum of the vaccine programme there has been
an increase in observed coordinated disinformation circulating in New Zealand.

3. Over the past six weeks there has also been a notable increase in the number of, and
attendance at, COVID-19 related protest events. While these have seen a slight
escalation in disruptive techniques (e.g. deliberate road-blocking, and action targeting
the Prime Minister), activity has largely remained peaceful. Incidents of confrontation,
violence and vandalism have been observed, however, these appear to be isolated
incidents. There is a concerning surge in targeting schools for the distribution of
misinformation, particularly in relation to the vaccine.

4. Growing frustrations with ongoing COVID-19 restrictions, income loss, the inability to travel
and the perception that vaccine mandates are infringing on personal freedoms, appear to
have mobilised a wide range of groups, individuals and causes (including both vaccinated
and unvaccinated) to join in physical and online protest.

5. This has fuelled increasing and more hateful online and real-world harassment and
threats towards elected officials, health professionals, journalists, academics, frontline

… but widespread violence and unrest does not appear to be imminent. 

6. This is largely “noise” generated in an unfiltered and anonymous online environment,
however, verbal threats and intimidation have forced the closure of several COVID-19
vaccination centres and caused serious anxiety amongst affected groups, and we cannot
discount it having an inciting effect on individuals holding extreme views.

7. New Zealand Police and the intelligence and security agencies have systems in place to
identify and respond to credible threats of violence and mass mobilisation.



RESTRICTED 23 November 2021 – Item 6

RESTRICTED Page 2 of 6

8. The National Security System is activated at a low level to ensure agencies are 
coordinated in their information-sharing, assessment and dissemination, and will 
continue to monitor closely. 

Deliberate confusion of the information environment can threaten public 
safety, fracture social cohesion and undermine public confidence. 

9. The current narratives of COVID-19 misinformation1 and disinformation2 in Aotearoa 
New Zealand are mostly in relation to the vaccines, but there are continuing persistent 
themes within the content that is violently critical of the government’s approach to 
COVID-19. Predominant themes include resentment of and opposition to health 
measures and authorities, conspiratorial beliefs, alternative medicines, and more general 
mistrust of government/suppression of truth, which highlight issues wider than the 
pandemic narratives within the content.  

10. 

11. Globally we have seen links with disinformation and conspiracy theorists as a tool for 
recruitment and radicalisation to reduce health controls and to cause violence. Mis- and 
disinformation leading towards extremism is a trend that has been growing since before 
the start of the pandemic (e.g. the 2016 US Election). This is likely to be a permanent 
reality.  

12.

13. A recent discussion paper from  
describes the misinformation and disinformation landscape in New Zealand in more 
detail (Appendix A). 

Further escalation of these activities is likely in the short term, particularly in 
response to COVID-19 mitigation measures.

14. There is evidence that continued restrictions of freedoms, including lockdowns, vaccine 
mandates, vaccine targets, mandatory scanning and mask wearing, as well as 
introducing policies that may drive emotional behaviours (e.g. vaccinations for 5-11 year 
olds), are all triggers for mobilising further disinformation and potential protest activity. 
We should consider the compounding effect of multiple measures, as well as each 
individual restriction. 

 
1 Information that may unintentionally deceive.  
2 Information that may be deliberately intended to deceive.  

s9(2)(g)(i)

s9(2)(g)(i)
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15. Many international partners, including Australia, Canada and the UK, have mandated
vaccines without popular revolt or extremist acts. However, there is a shared concern
that mandates may provide the motivation for a very limited number of people with
extremist views to conduct actions beyond lawful protest. This is likely to occur when
vaccine mandates come into force, if lockdowns become necessary during the summer
months or if vaccination is rolled out to 5-11 year olds.

Agencies are working together to determine the level and nature of the threat 
to the COVID-19 response from mis- and disinformation.  

16. In the national security system, NZ Police and the intelligence and security agencies
maintain several layers of security and intelligence that focus on the potential extremist
threats to the COVID-19 response specifically, and public safety more generally. This
system is effective at monitoring for credible/imminent national security threats and
responding accordingly.

17. A National Security System Inter-Agency Working Group (IAWG) has been activated by
DPMC to ensure that the processes and structures are in place, at this critical juncture of
the COVID-19 Response, for the right information to go to the right places to inform the
right responses. Officials are developing these processes and structures and identifying
potential trigger/escalation points.

18. DPMC will convene Watch Groups and ODESC meetings if needed to escalate decision-
making.

19. It is also important to ensure that how protest situations and the increasing amount of
mis/disinformation and online harms are handled, is done deliberately and in the moment,
to positively influence the trajectory of the situation and future sentiment.

Using insights reporting on broader mis/disinformation trends for COVID-19 mitigations 

20. Since August 2021, in response to a request from DPMC (COVID-19 Group and the
National Security Group) for insights into the mis/disinformation landscape and its effect

on COVID- 3 (TPM) has been providing regular

analytical reports on the online COVID-19 mis/disinformation and extremist landscape.
TPM researchers have been able to access a wide range of online platforms and networks,
and use both data and narrative analysis to show how there has been an increase over
time in extremist rhetoric within New Zealand.

21. This reporting, supplemented with other commissioned research and insights, has been an
important source of information for the Ministry of Health and the COVID-19 Group, as they
have developed the government’s communications approach and the delivery of the
vaccination programme. 

3 The Aotearoa New Zealand Centre of Research Excellence for Complex Systems, at Auckland University.

s9(2)(g)(i)
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Improving coordination, synthesis and assessment

22. While we are confident that information is being shared in a timely fashion with agencies
to enable them to respond to specific, imminent and credible threats, we are looking to
close gaps in effective, centralised reporting, triaging, synthesising and assessment of
threat information (especially as the volume of information increases).

23. Various agencies have specific mandates or responsibilities that guide their responses to
disinformation:

a. NZ Police: ensuring public safety against illegal and/or violent acts;
b. DIA: regulatory responsibility for objectionable publications;
c. Classification Office: responsible for classifying films, videos, and publications

including defining content that may need to be restricted or banned in New
Zealand;

d. Netsafe: responsible for harmful digital communication and can assist those who
have been targeted for online abuse;

e. CERT NZ: coordinates reports of cyber security issues from the public, supports
businesses, organisations and individuals affected by cyber security incidents,
and provides trusted and authoritative information and advice.

24. A stakeholder map of agencies’ respective mandates to respond within the
disinformation harm spectrum (provided their threshold/mandate for action is reached) is
provided in Appendix B.

25. These statutory mandates can restrict the lens through which the material is considered
or handled (e.g. law enforcement, objectionable material) and material trending towards
but not meeting those statutory thresholds could fall through the gaps. Other agencies
are receiving insights information without context, creating a sense of heightened alert if
they are not equipped to assess it properly or if they are not aware of mitigations already
in place.

26. An interagency working group (chaired by the DPMC COVID-19 Group) has been
established to ensure that the right information is being sent to the right places to elicit
the most appropriate responses to harmful online content. There are existing systems in
place to detect and mitigate terrorist or violent extremist threats and efforts to escalate
peaceful protest to violence. 

27.

28. The COVID-19 Group is building capacity to glean insights from landscape reports to
inform strategic communications and sector coordination. 

29.

s9(2)(f)(iv)

s9(2)(ba)(i)

s9(2)(f)(iv)

s9(2)(f)(iv)
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4 March 2022 

To: Members, COVID-19 Chief Executives Board 

COVID-19 - Importance of Social Cohesion for the Response 

Purpose 

1. This paper provides the COVID-19 Chief Executives Board (CCB) with an overview of 
the importance of Social Cohesion for the COVID-19 response in Aotearoa New 
Zealand, the impacts on public confidence and social licence (key enablers for a 
successful COVID-19 response), and an overview of the current work being done to 
enhance social cohesion in our response to COVID-19.  

Context 

2. Aotearoa New Zealand’s response to COVID-19 has been one of the most successful in 
the world in preventing deaths from COVID-19. A significant factor in our success to date 
has been strong public trust and confidence in the response and effective use of 
communications. However, two years of pandemic response, responding to multiple 
COVID-19 variants and living with public health led restrictions has taken its toll on New 
Zealanders.  At the same time, there has been a marked increase in sharing false and 
misleading information since the onset of the virus, which also erodes public confidence.  
 

3. Social Cohesion is participation and belonging, underpinned by high public trust in 
government which in turn provides social licence. The OECD defines a cohesive society 
as one that works towards the well-being of all its members, fights exclusion and 
marginalization, creates a sense of belonging, promotes trust, and offers its members 
the opportunity of upward mobility1. See Annexure 1 for the dimensions of social 
cohesion and factors contributing to breakdown.  

4. MSD are currently leading a work stream on improving and fostering social cohesion. In 
New Zealand, agencies’ social policies refer to five key characteristics of social 
cohesion2: belonging, participation, inclusion, recognition, and legitimacy. However, 
these characteristics in isolation could overlook the importance of creating and 
maintaining public trust and mitigating risks to social cohesion such as disinformation.  

 
5. Declining social cohesion is a culmination of factors, some were pre-existing and have 

been exacerbated by COVID 19. It is important to also recognise the ongoing contention 
-

standing conflict and perception of threat to minority right. Low social cohesion can 
create parallel societies that inhabit different communications spaces, challenge 
credibility and legitimacy of government action and risk eventually undermining 
democracy.  

 
1 Sustaining Aotearoa New Zealand as a Cohesive Society. Sir Peter Gluckman, Dr Anne Bardsley, Professor 
Paul Spoonley, Dr Charles Royal, Naomi Simon-Kumar and Dr Andrew Chen. December 2021 
2 Ibid 
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6. Public support for the COVID-19 Public Health measures at the start of the response 
was 74%3. Noting the initial success of the elimination strategy as a team of 5 million, the 
country is now adapting to living with COVID-19 in the community and a high trust 
model. With the introduction of omicron and the change in public health measures, this 
has dropped to 64%4. The majority of New Zealanders continue to support public health 
measures but there is a communication challenge in combatting pandemic fatigue, 
change fatigue, and confusion.  

 
Key risks to Social Cohesion in Aotearoa New Zealand in the COVID-19 
environment.
 
Widening Social Disparity 
7. Socioeconomic division and wealth inequality has been highlighted and exacerbated by 

COVID-19. Economic related factors diminished social cohesion include:  
a. Job insecurity - changing labour markets, precariousness of work because of self 

-isolation rules and businesses not being able to continue operating.  
b. Economic grievances and expectations – growth in anxiety/anger about changes 

to the economy and labour markets. 
c. Inequality of opportunity to access health, education.  

 
This has fuelled a need for greater welfare support for the individual and for businesses, 
Care in the Community programmes, and additional funding for Maori and Pacific 
providers facilitating end-to-end support fits with local and regional models and needs. 

 
Impacts of false and misleading information and online harms 
 
8. There has been a significant increase in the spread of false and misleading information 

as the COVID-19 response has evolved. Many of the narratives around COVID-19 
vaccines and the CPF are woven into larger themes centred around mistrust of 
authorities and international businesses and relate to concerns about side effects, safety 
and long-term effects of the vaccine and perceptions of COVID-19 restrictions. Many 
themes originate from outside New Zealand but are tailored to New Zealand audiences. 

 
9. False and misleading information and online harms can be defined as follow:  

 Misinformation: Information that is false but not created with the intention of 
causing harm. (e.g. a social media post that has been shared as it looks 
credible)  

 Disinformation: Information that is false and deliberately created to harm a 
person, social group, organisation or country (e.g. Ideological and/or politically 
motivated extremism; deliberate campaigns to undermine public health etc.) 

 Mal-information is information that is based on reality, used to inflict harm on 
a person, organisation or country. 

 Online bullying is when a person uses digital technology to send, post or 
publish content intended to cause harm to another person. 

 Distressing content is content that is hateful, sexual material or illegal 
material (like age-restricted material or extreme violence). 

 

 
3 News Talk ZB Poll reveals public's view on vaccine mandates https://www.newstalkzb.co.nz/news/covid-
19/covid-19-delta-poll-reveals-public-support-for-vaccine-mandates/. Accessed 2nd March 2022 (Published Tue, 
16 Nov 2021) 
4 Stuff.co.nz. Parliament protest: New poll shows 30 per cent of Kiwis support anti-mandate protest 
https://www.stuff.co.nz/national/politics/127808790/parliament-protest-new-poll-shows-30-per-cent-of-kiwis-
support-antimandate-protest Accessed 2nd March 2022
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10. Most false information is spread by people who may not be aware that it is false, 
however, there a are a small groups of people within New Zealand and overseas 
who actively share disinformation and seek to cause harm by threatening public safety, 
fracturing community cohesion and reduce trust in democracy. Refer to the mitigations 
table below current disinformation mitigation strategies. 
 

International trends and influences 
 
2. There are over 25 countries experiencing protesting related to COVID-19 including 

noncompliance to social health measures and economic loss, social inequities and 
negative treatment of health staff5. Digitalisation has reduced the importance of spatial 
boundaries between countries, and protestors may believe they have more in common 
with their online communities than their national community. The technology that we 
have used to keep people safe is being used in an increasingly coordinated way to 
enable disinformation to be spread. The impact and influence of the widespread 
protesting overseas has undoubtably contributed to current situation in New Zealand, 
given the obvious comparisons between the convoy in Canada which impacted supply 
chains and bought Ottawa to a standstill and the domestic-convoy that has recently 
occupied Parliament lawn.  
 

3. The implications of seeing other countries lift some or all restrictions and move to a 
semblance of ‘pre COVID-19’ is an inaccurate perception because they have been 
through widespread outbreaks. However, this influences the way New Zealanders feel 
about the stage of the COVID response we are currently in. It may contribute to feelings 
of restriction, fatigue and global isolation. The borders opening, may help reduce this 
feeling of isolation from the rest of the world. But there is still a perception that New 
Zealanders are excluded from what the rest of the world can do and that the rest of the 
world is moving on. 

  

Proportionality of public health measures 

“The global pandemic is a perfect human rights storm. The eye of the storm is striking a fair 
and reasonable balance between, on the one hand, the rights to life, healthcare, and health 
protection and, on the other hand, the rights to movement, work, education, and other 
human rights” – Paul Hunt, Chief Human Rights Commissioner6 
 
4. Proportionality of public health measures in a rapidly changing pandemic landscape 

requires constant review. A disconnect between public health advice and decision 
making with the everyday experience of the public could be perceived as breaching 
human rights obligations (NZBORA). The public may perceive a greater feeling of safety 
in 2022 given vaccination levels and the relative mildness of the Omicron variant despite 
spreading easily. Issues include: 

 Fatigue to public health measures generally – less compliance to mandates such 
as scanning in. 

 Change fatigue - clarity of phases as they are continually refined causing stress 
and impact on businesses. 

 Different pandemic experiences between the regions – public health led 
restrictions may feel harsher where there are less active COVID-19 cases, or in 
isolated or rural communities.  

 
5 Carnegie Endowment for International Peace. Global Protest Tracker. 
https://carnegieendowment.org/publications/interactive/protest-tracker? Accessed 27th Feb 2022 
6 Paul Hunt - Chief Human Rights Commissioner | Facebook https://www.facebook.com/PaulHunthrc Post from 
12th February 2022.
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 Ability to comply with public health measures – this may be due to accessibility to 
testing sites and/or Rapid Antigen Tests (RATs)  

 Compliance with self-isolation – 
o Businesses negatively impacted by COVID-19 may not be supportive of 

self-isolation requirements as this may result in difficulty staffing the 
business 

o Some workers may feel they cannot, due to financial reasons, self-isolate 
if they test positive for COVID-19. 

o Some parents may wish for their children to attend school, and not miss 
out on any further education, which may impact their compliance with self-
isolation.  

 Perceptions of division 
o Restrictions based on public health recommendations require social 

license for the population to support. Policies that are emotionally charged 
such as child vaccinations, loss of employment due to vaccination status 
and accessibility to everyday activities are vulnerable to disinformation. 

  
5. Collective responsibility is more important now the public is moving into phase 3, a high 

trust model. If we have lower social cohesion, the public may feel less community 
responsibility and could be more likely to act within their self-interests. The self-isolation 
guidelines are already impacting the ability to work, affecting the supply chain, hospitality 
and transport sectors and reducing access to education. Restricting some personal and 
individual freedoms is necessary to slow the spread of COVID-19 to protect vulnerable 
individuals and reduce impact on the health system.  

 
6. An exacerbating factor to individualism over community responsibility is how many 

regions have experienced the pandemic differently, and this may contribute to the 
observed sentiment of COVID-19 fatigue7. Overall, 88% of people said they would self-
isolate if they were asked to. Some of the issues relating to self-isolation however are; 
not enough space to isolate (57%), inability to take time off work (45%) and sharing a 
room with someone in house (44%)8. Auckland has the highest density especially in 
lower socioeconomic areas like South Auckland where crowded living is more prevalent9. 
A little over 10%10 of our population live rurally, not to allude they are unaffected by the 
restrictions, but geographically it is easier to self-isolate, not to wear a mask and not to 
require vaccine passes for everyday life11. The regions are experiencing the pandemic 
differently and there is less imperative to be part of the whole. 

 
7. Less adherence to self-isolation will result in the faster spread of COVID-19 and the 

impact will ultimately be felt by the health sector. Already during this outbreak, testing 
was overcapacity and our hospital systems are reaching capacity, Auckland is at 80.3%, 
Capital and Coast are at 90.3% and Canterbury is at 90.5%12. There is a perception that 
government had 2 years to prepare the health sector, vaccinate the public and instil good 

 
7 Family First New Zealand. Vaccine Mandate Poll February 2022 by Curia Research http://familyfirst.org.nz/wp-
content/uploads/2022/02/Vaccine-Poll-Results-February-2022.pdf Accessed 25th February 2022 
8 Attitudes to Self-Isolation February 2022 Final Report by Horizon Research 
9 Stats NZ. Crowded housing highest among Pacific peoples https://www.stats.govt.nz/news/crowded-housing-
highest-among-pacific-peoples. Accessed 2nd March 2022 
10 Trading economics. New Zealand – Rural Population https://tradingeconomics.com/new-zealand/rural-
population-percent-of-total-population-wb-data.html. Accessed 2nd March 2022 
11 Ibid 
12 Stuff.co.nz New Zealand's hospital and ICU beds in numbers, as Omicron cases rise 
https://www.stuff.co.nz/national/health/coronavirus/300530304/new-zealands-hospital-and-icu-beds-in-numbers-
as-omicron-cases-rise Accessed 2nd March 2022 
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that relate to their 
specific portfolio 
areas. 

Communications and 
Engagements 

DPMC Strategic 
Communications 

 

Develops and delivers 
public communication 
messages regarding the 
COVID-19 response, 
including the Unite Against 
COVID-19 campaign. 

Engages with COVID-19 
response agencies 
regarding key messages for 
the public both nationally 
and regionally. 

Social cohesion focus 
retaining trust and 
confidence  

Consideration of how to 
empower individuals in 
decision making and 
take individual 
ownership of health 
considerations. 

Engage with the public 
on the transparent and 
democratic processes 
in New Zealand relating 
to COVID-19.  

Reviewing public 
health measures in 
the context of 
Omicron, including 
the CPF  

DPMC There is a policy review of 
health measures underway, 
including the CPF, with a 
report back planned for 
March.   

This will include a review of 
My Vaccine Pass and 
whether any amendments 
are recommended.  

The COVID-19 Strategic 
Public Health Advisory 
Group have been asked to 
provide advice on health 
measures. 

The Human Rights 
Commission issued 
three briefings 
(published 24 Nov 
2021) outlining 
conditions that need to 
be met for human rights 
and Te Tiriti in relation 
to the CPF and the use 
of CVCs. There is a 
light-touch piece of 
work underway by 
DPMC to seek 
evidence and 
assurance about what 
processes are in place 
to have met and 
continue to meet these 
conditions.  

Social Welfare 
support 

 

MSD, TPK Care in the Community 
programme and additional 
funding for Maori and 
Pacific providers facilitating 
end-to-end support. 

Supports locally led 
response which fits with 
local and regional 
models and needs.  
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Social Cohesion 
Work Programme 

MSD The development of a social 
cohesion strategic 
framework aims to promote 
a shared understanding of 
what social cohesion looks 
like and how it can be 
strengthened in Aotearoa 
New Zealand. This will help 
government, communities, 
the business sector and the 
cultural sector to align their 
efforts - together and in 
parallel to strengthen social 
cohesion. 

The strategic framework will 
include a measurement 
framework that we can use 
to track our progress and 
keep us accountable for 
achieving the change that 
we want to see. This work 
will also identify any gaps in 
the data we collect and how 
we can collect it.  

A proactive and committed 
work programme to 
strengthen social cohesion, 
which includes and builds 
on the actions that have 
already been agreed.  

The implementation of 
the social cohesion 
strategic framework 
and support for 
communities, sectors 
and government 
agencies is Budget 
dependent.  

Business Support MBIE The COVID-19 Support 
Payment (CSP) is a 
payment to help support 
viable and ongoing 
businesses or organisations 
which have experienced a 
40% or more drop in 
revenue. 

 

Self isolation 
assistance for 
workers 

 

MBIE The Short-Term Absence 
Payment available to 
employers to pay workers 
who follow public health 
guidance.  It’s also available 
to eligible self-employed 
workers.  
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Transparency of 
decisions 

All agencies Public trust and confidence 
is built through 
transparency of decisions. 

This is achieved this 
through access to media, 
media stand ups, publishing 
papers, comms releases.  

It is important that 
independent experts 
continue to provide 
commentary that both 
support and criticise the 
government’s response 
because it provides an 
insight into the balance 
between individual 
rights and collective 
wellbeing. 

Future settings and challenges 

9. The idea that removing CPF settings and public health mandates so that we can have a 
clean exit from the pandemic is unrealistic “The pandemic is like a doorway. Once you 
pass through, there is no going back”15. Providing stability in the future after an 
unpredictable time is multifaceted and extremely difficult. Clear communication, a shift to 
self-management and taking a more community-based approach given the differences in 
regions is likely to continue to be critical.  
 

10. Addressing misinformation and disinformation requires exploring new and diverse 
approaches to mitigate the consequences of false information as part of a wider 
government approach. The current extent of our available policy levers is limited, and all 
public health messaging must compete in an already overcrowded COVID-19 
information space. Building resilience and proactively addressing disinformation and 
online harms needs dedicated funding and a clear lead agency. 

 
11. We have now moved to a high trust and self-monitored response, this provides an 

opportunity for community level initiatives that promote participation and inclusion with a 
strong equity lens, which in turn will hopefully help to build social cohesion.  
 

Recommendations 
12. I recommend the COVID-19 Chief Executive Board members:

a. Note that the paper is a high-level overview of the importance of social cohesion 
for the COVID-19 response. 

b. Note Social Cohesion impacts and factors (Annex 1) should be considered when 
making policy recommendations.  

c. Note that there are a number of work programmes underway which may help 
mitigate the social cohesion risk. 

d. Agree to direct additional work if needed. 
 
Prepared by: Jess Gray, Senior Advisor, System Assurance and Continuous Improvement 
 

Approved by: Amber Bill 
Head of System Assurance and Continuous Improvement 
COVID-19 Group, DPMC 

 
15 The economist “The New normal is already here. Get used to it.” Printed 18/12/2021 
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Appendix A – Dimension of Social Cohesion and Factors relating to its 
breakdown16 

The dimensions of Social Cohesion 
 trust and respect between those who are governed and the institutions and individuals 

they empower to govern them; 
 trust and respect between all members of a society (which by inference reflects a diverse 

set of identities, worldviews, values, beliefs, and interests) to foster cooperation for the 
good of the society as a whole; 

 Institutions and structures that promote trust and respect between all members of 
society; and allowing 

 Belonging, inclusion, participation, recognition, and legitimacy to be universally possible. 
 

The dimensions of the breakdown of social cohesion are the inverse of the bullet points 
above. Factors include: 
 
Inequalities  

Inequality of opportunity to access health, education 
Inequalities on wealth/income resulting in greater socioeconomic divisions 

Economic insecurity and perception of unfairness 
Job insecurity - changing labour markets, precariousness of work because of self -
isolation rules and businesses not being able to keep going. 
Economic grievances and expectations – growth in anxiety/anger about changes to 
the economy and labour markets. 

Information and public discourse 
Changing role of traditional media – distrust in the fourth estate, choosing to act on 

 feelings over reasoning/ logic / factual data.  
Social media impacts – spreading of disinformation and misinformation. 
Declining information reliability – overwhelm of information, uncertainty on the  

 information given. 
Social Boundaries and norms 

Sense of collective responsibility – a more individual approach to the pandemic. Less 
shared values i.e. is public health importance versus economic importance. 
Compliance with civic values – less respect for norms e.g. wearing a mask/scanning 
in. 

Psychological states and stresses 
Sense of personal security and safety – real threat of getting COVID-19.  
Emotional and psychological stress – experience of lifestyle under the current  

 framework; limited gatherings, working from home, self-isolating etc. 
Trust in government institutions 

Trust in a representative democracy – declining public trust in government 
accountability and integrity; perceived lack of voice. 
Trust in government institutions – public trust in the agencies of central and local 
government, and that government will meet individual and community needs. 

Inclusion and community 
Perceptions of minorities – blame and stereotyping of ‘out groups’.  
Strength of community groups – community support. 
Sense of nationalism – ties in with the sense of collective responsibility and  

 diminished sense of being in the pandemic together. 
 

 
16 Sustaining Aotearoa New Zealand as a Cohesive Society. Sir Peter Gluckman, Dr Anne Bardsley, Professor 
Paul Spoonley, Dr Charles Royal, Naomi Simon-Kumar and Dr Andrew Chen. December 2021 
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Rachel, I absolutely agree that this is an opportune time. Attached is the approved refreshed
comms approach that underpins this work and feeds into a workplan.

The vaccine campaign work we did last year and tools that were developed for communities and
the health sector are still a good foundation for addressing vaccine misinformation, however I
agree that given the problem set has evolved significantly to wider COVID-19 and more anti-
authority tone and online/offline harms (page 5 of the attached gives a visual of this) much of
our comms is being refreshed to address this. It would be great to bring some additional
horsepower to progress this work.

There are two phases we are looking at. Firstly the here and now – the next 4-6 weeks during a
period of heightened anxiety with COVID-19 becoming very real after two years of anticipation,
more people at home looking at the internet, the impacts of the protests and the escalating
conflict (which may be overseas but is playing out on our screens at all hours). Secondly is the
post Omicron period which we (UAC) are starting to look at in terms of social cohesion and the
post Omicron future.

Here are the key short to medium term initiatives that are underway as part of the evolving
workplan that follows on from the comms approach as part of an all of society response.

Refresh of key message pack – underway.
Regular engagement with community panel, Iwi Chairs forum and other government
agencies and the Regional Leadership Groups to support community led initiatives.
Increased work with other agencies on prevention of online harms and counter violent
extremism as well as interconnecting with comms planning on the impacts of Russian
disinformation given the Ukraine situation – meeting held today, led by NSG.
Evolution of the tools that are currently available (final page of comms approach) –
workshop planned over the next week.
Procurement proposal underway to work with a third party provider to provide support,
guidance and tools through workshops with Regional Leadership Groups.
Working on a proposal to promote the voices experts (academics, scientists) in an
engaging way on multiple channels that will reach those more vulnerable to
misinformation and conspiracy theories.
Workshop proposed with government social media leads with experts from Netsafe and
platform specialists to manage inauthentic activity, harmful content and review processes.
Initial meetings with marketing agency on campaign/activation options to reach those
who are most vulnerable to misinformation to provide some balance/wider perspectives.
Working with  and NSG on a regular update to the system on key themes, media
updates and tools available (lower classification than the bulletin)
Working with  and agencies on specific issues response – Worksafe, MBIE, MoH etc.
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Ngā mihi

Charlie Sklenar
Principal Communications Advisor
COVID-19 Group
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This is underpinned by further investment in research and open source monitoring which is
currently going through the procurement process.

The more we can invest into society groups and organisations the better but this all requires
resource and prioritisation alongside the health response. We have access to expertise who we
can work with as we refine this work from social cohesion, behavioural and misinformation
specialists. This includes contributing to initiatives like The Whole Truth, Dial it Down a Notch,
Aotearoa and Keep It Real Online

While there is an operational working group to address COVID-19 disinformation, this is an
opportune time to establish a comms focussed regular group as we develop expertise and
outputs in dealing with mid and disinformation across key agencies given the increased threat
this has to the response and beyond.
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