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Introduction

1. The Insights and Reporting Team in DPMC’s COVID-19 Group have analysed e of the information
regarding online narratives related to COVID-19. The narrative amongst those isagree with the
government’s approach to the COVID-19 pandemic has evolved recently, wit dividuals moving
from online activism to acting offline.

2. This report details the current anti-vaccine/anti-lockdown/anti-gover nt landscape in New Zealand
both online and offline and how these two spheres interact e examples from overseas, and
initiatives and efforts aimed at preventing such activity. @

Online Versus Offline Activism

3. The path that leads an individual or group to act, er that be legal protest or illegal and violent
action has many factors. Much ‘real world’ action, h me form of online component. In many cases
this online component has a symbiotic relationship with real world action, feeding off existing grievances,
whilst at the same time reinforcing grievances and encouraging further action. A soon to be released
New Zealand Police report on the activism ape in New Zealand details how use of physical and
digital platforms by activists contin are increasingly inter-related.’ In the case of COVID-
19, grievances around the vario ns can have on people’s welfare, as well fears over
the vaccines, are often motives f action. Those encouraging the action may have motives other
than anti-vaccine or anti-lock n ment but may nevertheless use these grievances as a vehicle to

drive unrest.?
The New Zealand CO Nism Landscape

in New Zealand takes a number of forms. Some of these forms of activism

o illegal and violent activism, posing more of a threat to civil society. This includes
, property damage, protest, and disruption to the COVID-19 vaccination roll out as

erous speech is defined as any form of expression that can increase the risk that its’ audience will

done or participate in violence.* S9(2){ba))




B

White Supremacism

7.

Insurrectionist Language

8.

Inauthentic Social Media Accounts Prom g e Information

9. Arecent study carried out by the ce Intelligence Team (OSINT) of New Zealand Police, found
that 20 percent of the social m unts analysed who are members of anti-vaccination groups,
were likely to be inauthentic These accounts were thought to be either automated ‘bot’ accounts, or
secondary accounts set by individuals. These accounts were thought to have been set up with the
intention of propagati ormation. Of these inauthentic accounts, 62 percent were based
overseas, with acc &the United States, Australia and Canada the most common.*

False Information o Religious Messaging

-+

10. Members of religious' congregations appear to have been targeted by messages regarding COVID-19
e religious framing.™!

B 1t should be noted that the analysis does not determine
»target of this false information. However, some groups with high church attendance may be
articular targets. For example, approximately 70 percent of Pasifika attend church regularly.'*

Property Damage and Vandalism

11. Incidents of property damage and vandalism have been noted across New Zealand, with some showing
clear links to COVID-19 conspiracy theories espoused online. Wellington City Council fast tracked the
removal of COVID-19 conspiracy graffiti after a spate of messages were reported around the city in
August. Eleven reports of conspiracy theory graffiti were found around the city, including three incidents
outside the Poneke Hub vaccination centre.” In a similar vein, stickers containing anti-lockdown and
anti-vaccine stickers have been found across Wellington and Auckland in recent weeks.'® A potential
recent incident of property damage also occurred in Auckland, where Police are investigating a fire in
COVID-19 testing tents outside a medical centre.’” An earlier example of this behaviour was the

Page 2 of 7



vandalism of a cell phone tower in Northland in 2020 related to an online conspiracy theory linking 5G

phone networks and the coronavirus.!®

COVID-19, Anti-lockdown, and Anti-Vaccine Protests

12. COVID-19 related protest activity has become more common over recent weeks. On 16 Octobe

Disruption to the COVID-19 Vaccine Roll-Out and Response

group ‘The Freedoms and Rights Coalition’ hosted a series of protest demonstrations promoted as f:
picnic styled events, where people could stand for “freedom”. This came after an earlier event
Auckland gained an attendance of around 2,000 people. Events were held at 13 location C
country with many attracting over 200 people. It should be noted however, that unlike m stances

abroad, recent COVID-19 related protest activity in New Zealand has not led to m urity
concerns. New Zealand Police also point out in their reporting their recognition th is a lawful

activity, which they look to support within the bounds of current health restri

13. There have been some reports of disruption to the COVID-19 vac y suspected anti-

Targeting of Schools and Teachers

vaccination groups or individuals. One example was of a medic
with fake bookings through the ‘bookmyvaccine’ website. The d to make the bookings
contained offensive and racist terms. This mimics behavi ed in Australia, where anti-
vaccination activists in Byron Bay booked fake vaccinatio ointments. ° During the 16 October
‘Super Saturday’ vaccination event in New Zealand'a | anti-vaccination demonstrations
occurred outside vaccination sites around the c6 ch no significant issues were reported, a
number of protesters were reportedly abusive towards members of the public.n—

.22 In New Zealand, ‘cease and desist’
documents have been ‘served’ on medical sta those who oppose the COVID-19 vaccine roll-out.

14. There have been a number o s nti-COVID-19 vaccination activists targeting schools in recent

months. In Septeml;r, activists were found to be handing out flyers to students in Wellington,
claiming that young pedple ntract COVID-19 will not die and that the vaccination will cause long-
term side effects.”

4

.2 This tactic has been observed with the details of government staff being
shared and it is feared could lead to further online harassment. Examples observed abroad and
mentioned below, have included the perpetrators of doxxing releasing home addresses and contact
details of victims who have subsequently received abuse.

Examples of COVID-19 Activism Overseas

16. As mentioned above, despite the growth of dangerous speech online in New Zealand, this has translated

into only a few isolated pockets of civil unrest and violent behaviour offline thus far. The majority of the
protest activity occurred without major incident. There have however, been a number of examples
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abroad of online rhetoric being linked to acts of violence or civil unrest, which may inspire action here

and give an indication of how future action may escalate.

The United States

17.

18.

In February 2021, access to a mass vaccination centre in Los Angeles was temporarily disrupted a
vaccine protesters became abusive towards people waiting in line for a vaccine, as well as
workers administering the vaccine. The protest was organised on Facebook, through a group t
promoted anti-mask material and contained links to a website dedicated to the so called
conspiracy theory. The Plandemic theory espouses the idea of a global elite engineering
to enrich themselves.?® %/

Anti-vaccine activity in the United States has been an issue for a number of ye
activity has exacerbated the issue. For example, in 2019, California state se
assaulted by anti-vaccine protestors after he introduced a bill requiring med
vaccinations to be approved by the California department of public hea

on Facebook and garnered praise online from members of the anti-va munity.?®

19. Another example of protest activity in the United States from O , saw anti-mask and anti-
lockdown protestors, follow parents and children to scho protesters used abusive language
towards parents, referring to them as child abusers an vaccination of children as forced
and illegal. This mirrors some of the language note i iduals based in New Zealand.”

Australia

20. There has been a significant level of civil unrest in bourne from anti-vaccine and anti-lockdown

21.

The United Ki
22.

23.

led to the arrest of more than 50 individuals. This was
e police by organising changes in location through
adblocks across the city to help disperse the moving

despite attempts by the protestors to
encrypted messaging services. Police ni
protest groups quickly. This recen mes
than 600 people arrested for vio

It is believed that some of the ivity in Australia has links to extremist groups. A report earlier
in 2021 by Victoria ﬂllc a parliamentary inquiry into extremism that online commentary on
COVID-19 was b cruiting tool for right-wing extremists. It noted that some of this
commentary was Ie interested in wellness and anti-vaccine/anti-government conspiracy
theories with cy.t

do

ingdom there are a number of groups with a significant online presence, circulating
ries related to the COVID-19 pandemic, with some of these groups also involved in
es. One example is the group ‘Stop New Normal’, which is led by prominent conspiracy
iers Corbyn. The group’s online activities include publishing anti-vaccine videos and raising
through donations. Offline, Piers Corbyn has been arrested on suspicion of malicious

mmunications and public nuisance following the distribution of a leaflet with his name on it,
comparing COVID-19 vaccination programs with the holocaust.?? Piers Corbyn was also present as anti-
vaccine protesters stormed former BBC headquarters in August 2021. Protesters at the event reportedly
referred to the media as “the virus” and criticised the BBC's coverage of the pandemic.®

In the
conspi

The storming of the former BBC headquarters came after previous incidents of journalists in the United
Kingdom being threatened both online and in person by anti-lockdown and antivaccine groups. The BBC
reported that it has had to upgrade security protocols after offline incidents of abuse, as well as online
trolling directed at its reporters. The BBC also noted that it has set up specific support for women and
ethnic minority journalists as they are more likely to be targeted. There have also been reports indicating
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that members of anti-lockdown groups on the social network Telegram have been issuing death threats
and sharing the personal details of journalists, including their addresses.?*

24. The United Kingdom has also had anti-vaccine protests outside schools. A recent survey carried out by
The Association of School and College Leaders found that 79% of schools surveyed have been targeted
by anti-vaccine groups. The majority of this action had been via emails threatening legal action, ho
there were also a number of cases of staff being threatened with physical violence, and some prote
gaining access to school sites. The Centre for Countering Digital Hate noted that the increa
action towards schools was linked to online networks which are encouraging people to
information and conspiracy theories. The Centre for Countering Digital Hate also warned o problem
of social media group’s in which extreme comments were being amplified and rewarded.*®

Interventions and Readiness Planning in New Zealand

25. In August 2020 the New Zealand Police provided an update to the Security z ence Board (SIB)
Civil Unrest Risk Profile. Amongst the factors considered in the update w, ansion and increased
use of social media and the risk of economic downturn and unemploy esult of COVID-19 which
led to an increase in the risk rating.>®

26. The COVID-19 Group and Ministry of Health have recently up pproach to countering COVID-
19 false information online. As part of this update it ec d that false information is a threat to
a successful public health response and that soci are the most common means of
spreading false information in New Zealand. To ¢ at thi e approach recognises the requirement

of Waitangi. This is important given the t
communities noted above. It is also‘recogni
including media, academia, government; tec

eting of false information at vulnerable and ethnic
hat the solution requires a whole of society approach

Short-term Action

27. As part of the COVID-19 Gro istry of Health strategy to combat false information, short term
action includes the mmunications to ensure an accurate narrative is widely provided. This

ements, dlrect communications, community leaders, media, paid

can take the for
advertisement an gme optimisation.
28. The Unite Agai website also contains information on how to recognise false information

and scams, and supporting FAQs are shared with education and other targeted sectors.

29. The process of.in ng civil court orders in relation to objectionable posts or material that target public

figures r active consideration. This relates to cases where a criminal threshold is not met and
r of a graduated and proportional response to harmful online activity.
Long ategy to Combat Civil Unrest - Communication

s part of the SIB update, it was noted that in order to achieve long term prevention of civil unrest, a
ially inclusive and cohesive society in which vulnerable people are protected is required. The report
noted that the implementation of this strategy would require across government funding. It also noted
that strategies such as public engagement prior to protests occurring had worked previously and helped
to deescalate tensions before and during protests.?® In the New Zealand Police’s Activism Landscape
report, they also noted that Police interactions with activists shape outcomes and a higher degree of
cultural competency would also be a benefit.*

31. Long-term communication strategies being used by the COVID-19 Group and Ministry of Health include
a coherent sustained response to create long-term change through the development of strategic
narratives in relation to related issues. This will be done through traditional media, social media and
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through stakeholders and influencers, and will employ changes to regulation, funding for programs,

brand engagement and through training and workshops given to stakeholders and influencers.**

Example of Overseas Intervention

32.

33:

34,

Similar strategies for combating false information exist abroad. A prominent example is Finland’s
anti-fake news initiative aimed at teaching residents, students, journalists and politicians how to cc
false information in response to fake news and propaganda targeted at it from another count
Finland also used social media influences to widen the reach of their communicati
traditional media at the start of the pandemic, designating them as key workers alon ors,
public transport operators and supermarket workers. 4

The Cabinet Office of the United Kingdom government launched a Rapid Respons U) in April
2018 in a bid to support what it termed, “the reclaiming of fact-based pub > e RRU was
aimed specifically at monitoring news and information shared online in orde any emerging
false information issues quickly, and to assess the effectiveness of gov:

tc

group was made up of analysts, data scientists, and media and digital s
In the European Union, countering false information is part of i ropean Democracy Action Plan. This
plan will be implemented and reviewed before 2023 ahead t European elections. The plan is

pe. The ntering false information part of

this plan includes strengthening tools to co
information space including imposing cost on p
Practice.”’

ign interference in the European Union’s

aimed at building more resilient democracies acro |i|
trators and introducing an updated Code of

N\
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