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 s9(2)(f)(iv), to maintain the confidentiality of advice tendered by or to Ministers and 
officials; and 

 s9(2)(g)(i), to maintain the effective conduct of public affairs through the free and 
frank expression of opinion. 

 
Nothing else has been identified as relevant to your request.  
 
In making my decision, I have considered the public interest considerations in section 9(1) of 
the Act. No public interest has been identified that would be sufficient to outweigh the 
reasons for withholding that information. 
 
You have the right to ask the Ombudsman to investigate and review my decision under 
section 28(3) of the Act. 
 
This response will be published on the DPMC 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. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Jeremy Clarke-Watson 
Deputy Chief Executive 
National Security and Resilience Group 
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2. The Chair of ODESC welcomed attendees, thanked them for convening quickly, and noted
that this issue had escalated straight to ODESC, rather than via a Watch Group.

Situation 
3. The Police Commissioner provided an overview of the current situation. The Freedom

Convoy arrived at Parliament on 8 February and became unlawful quickly with vehicles
blocking key thoroughfares as well as structures erected on Parliament grounds. Police
deployed more resources in response, and this was met with passive resistance. Police
made 120 arrests before resources (staff and infrastructure) reached capacity. These
resourcing constraints, limited number of Police cells and vehicles, remain.

4. The Police Commissioner noted the challenge of finding an appropriate intervention that
would be successful and balance the risk of a significant escalation of unlawful behaviour
causing harm. Some of the significant constraints the Police are facing in seeking to
minimise disruption, clear blocked roads, etc include:

• The sophisticated tactics the protesters are using when confronted with Police action
– there is “a readiness to obstruct Police activity” at play. For example, protesters
sitting in vehicles to resist towing which is a practice observed at other protests
internationally.

• The wider support base (financial, logistical and physical), not only enabling protesters
to remain onsite, but providing surge capacity through calls on social media (growing
numbers from 300 plus into a much larger crowd at short notice). When the crowd
swells, it could quickly overwhelm Police capacity to manage.

• The limited ability to detain people for lengthy periods given that they tend to be
arrested for more minor offences with limited grounds to oppose bail (meaning they
return to the community/back to the protest within a short timeframe).

5. The Police Commissioner noted that they are engaging with some of the protest leaders,
although there is not one coherent voice.  The protesters are mainly united by anti-
mandate sentiment, and are looking for engagement from Government, although it is
unclear what conditions they would accept as a pre-requisite for dispersal (other than an
end to the mandates).

6. Protests are also occurring in Auckland, Picton, Christchurch, and Dunedin. Connection is
occurring via social media, and there is concern that enforcement activity at one of these
locations would trigger a response at another.

7. The Chief Executive, Parliamentary Service, noted the significant damage that has been
done to the Parliamentary complex, and the flow-on effects the protest is having related to
the safety and security of MPs, both in Wellington and at their constituency offices.
Parliament is still sitting and the option of Parliament sitting virtually was raised; however
Police are concerned this could escalate behaviour at the protests rather than make a
positive difference.

Response options 
8. Police would like to reach an outcome without significant harm to people. The Police

Commissioner outlined the four options under consideration:
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• Maintaining the status quo. This involves police being present, relationship building,
and engaging in dialogue with protest influencers.

• Minor escalation. Police would strengthen their response and chip away through minor
disruption such as supply chain, but engagement-first would also occur.

• Cordon and contain.  Establish border control in order to cease the flow of occupiers
in and out of the area, including disrupting movement of additional vehicles. This may
require emergency powers to be activated and ODESC advised Police to seek legal
advice regarding this.

• Large-scale intervention. High-level Police deployment focusing on physically
restraining, arresting occupation participants, and clearing vehicles.

9. ODESC suggested a fifth option being de-escalation by finding a pathway to compromise.

10. ODESC noted the risks identified for each option, ranging from the potential for gradual
deterioration of crowd behaviour and the potential for counter-protest associated with the
status quo option, to the potential for significant escalation and risk of extreme action
associated with a large-scale intervention. As noted above, events at one protest site could
trigger escalation at another. Additionally, due to the dynamic nature of this event, options
and resources need to be kept available however Police are not requesting other agency’s
resources at this stage.

11. To further inform planning, at ODESC’s direction, DPMC will convene inter-agency work
with Police and other relevant agencies to identify wider strategic considerations, and risks
associated with the options identified, using a range of scenarios. Work will also be
undertaken to understand legal thresholds and pathways regarding accessing emergency
powers and additional resources.

12. Chief Executives from Corrections and Customs (previous Deputy Chief Executive at
Corrections) shared their experiences from responding to prison riots and associated
protests.  They agreed that the response options outlined by the Police Commissioner
appear to be the “right” ones, and also discussed the effectiveness of engaging local
community, and iwi/Maori leadership in the discussions regarding pathways to an effective
resolution.

13. ODESC agreed that positive engagement with the protesters is key to maintaining stability
while the protest continues, but that there may be a limited window in which this
engagement can occur to result in effective de-escalation, given the lack of coherent voice
which may fracture quickly.

14. ODESC also briefly discussed what other countries are doing to manage similar protest
situations, such Canada’s use of emergency powers.  Police are in regular contact with
their international counterparts, and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Trade (MFAT)
will reach out via their posts to seek any additional advice on what effective
measures are being utilised.
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17. In response to questioning, the Director General of Health did not raise concerns for any
significant public health issues connected to the protest, apart from the escalation leading
to a mass casualty event.

18. The Chief Executive of the Department of Internal Affairs mentioned local government
have reported a rise in vandalism of an anti-authority nature as well as other disruptive
activity. They also reflected on the 2011 Occupy Protests, and the difficulty in moving
protesters once they have established at a location.

19. Police advised they would establish an information flow to keep ODESC agencies
informed.

Key risks and implications 
20. ODESC canvassed several risks and implications arising from the continued protest

activity:

• Loss of public trust and confidence for perceived inaction in ending the disruption; and
limited resources to maintain enforcement in relation to protests in other parts of New
Zealand should the protests expand or new ones emerge.

• The risk of escalation of current protest activity to target critical infrastructure, including
critical transport routes, as has been observed in other jurisdictions.

• While the Wellington protesters have shown some willingness to “clean up” (both in
respect of their aggressive behaviour and physically at the location) in reaction to
public sentiment, it is a volatile situation. If it continues, protesters could become more
disruptive again, with little notice.

• There are also risks associated with an extended duration including from fire or other
emergencies on site, with limited abilities for emergency services to respond because
of blocked access.

• The Chief Executive of the Ministry of Justice asked ODESC to specifically note the
significant impact the protest activity is having on the judicial system, with trials needing
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a significant escalation of unlawful behaviour causing harm. Some of the significant 
constraints the Police are facing in seeking to minimise disruption, clear blocked roads, 
etc include: 

• The sophisticated tactics the protesters are using when confronted with Police action
– there is “a readiness to obstruct Police activity” at play.

• The wider support base (financial, logistical and physical), not only enabling protesters
to remain onsite, but providing surge capacity  through calls on social media (growing
numbers from 300 plus into a much larger crowd at short notice.  When the crowd
swells, it can quickly exceed Police capacity to manage.

• The limited ability to detain people for lengthy periods given that they are only
arrestable for bailable offences (meaning they return to the community/back to the
protest within a short timeframe).

4. The Police Commissioner noted that they are engaging with some of the protest leaders,
although there is not one coherent voice.  The protesters are mainly united by anti-
mandate sentiment, and are looking for engagement from Government, although it is
unclear what conditions they would accept as a pre-requisite for dispersal (other than an
end to the mandates).

5. The Chief Executive, Parliamentary Service, noted the significant damage that has been
done to the Parliamentary complex, and the flow-on effects the protest is having related to
the safety and security of MPs, both in Wellington and at their constituency offices.

Key risks and implications 

6. ODESC canvassed several risks and implications arising from the continued protest
activity:

• Loss of public trust and confidence for perceived inaction in ending the disruption; and
limited resources to maintain enforcement in relation to protests in other parts of New
Zealand should the protests expand or new ones emerge.

• The risk of escalation of current protest activity to target critical infrastructure,
including critical transport routes, as has been observed in other jurisdictions.

• While the Wellington protesters have been showing some willingness to clean up (both
their aggressive behaviour and physically at the location) in reaction to public
sentiment, it is a volatile situation. As it continues, protesters could become more
disruptive again, with little notice.

• There are also risks associated with an extended duration including from fire or other
emergencies on site, with limited abilities for emergency services to respond because
of blocked access.

• The Chief Executive, Ministry of Justice, asked ODESC to specifically note the
significant impact the protest activity is having on the judicial system, with trials needing
to be cancelled because of the lack of safe access to the courts.   This could be
perceived as a breakdown of civil society.

• The impact on surrounding business owners was noted as a significant factor.  MBIE
is considering options for possible relief for those impacted, although there is no neat
solution.
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Response options 
7. The Police Commissioner outlined the four options under consideration:

• Maintaining the status quo;

• Minor escalation;

• Cordon and contain; and

• Large-scale intervention.

8. ODESC noted the risks identified for each option, ranging from the potential for gradual
deterioration of crowd behaviour and the potential for counter-protest associated with the
status quo option, to the potential for large-scale escalation and risk of extreme action
associated with a large-scale intervention.

9. To further inform planning, DPMC will convene inter-agency work with Police and other
relevant agencies to identify wider strategic considerations, and risks associated with the
options identified, using a range of scenarios. Work will also be undertaken to understand
legal thresholds and pathways regarding accessing emergency powers and additional
resources.

Discussion 
10. Chief Executives from Corrections and Customs (previous Deputy Chief Executive at

Corrections) shared their experiences from responding to prison riots and associated
protests.  They agreed that the response options outlined by the Police Commissioner
appear to be the “right” ones, and also discussed the effectiveness of engaging the local
community, and iwi/Maori leadership in the discussions regarding pathways to an
effective resolution.

11. ODESC agreed that positive engagement with the protesters is the key to maintaining
stability while the protest continues, but that there may be a limited window in which this
engagement can occur to result in effective de-escalation, given the lack of coherent
voice which may fracture quickly.

12. ODESC also briefly discussed what other countries are doing to manage similar protest
situations, such Canada’s use of emergency powers.  Police are in regular contact with
their international counterparts, and the Ministry of Foreign and Trade (MFAT) will reach
out via their posts to seek any additional advice on what effective measures are being
utilised

Next Steps 
13. A further ODESC meeting will be held next week if the protest remains unchanged, and

would come together sooner should the Police Commissioner request a meeting.
Consideration will also be given to convening if:

• There is major escalation in protest activity and/or behaviour.

• There are further copycat protests in New Zealand.

14. We will keep you apprised of any further significant risks or complications if they arise.
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5. March Protests Reflections and Insights (25 minutes)

Item purpose: The purpose of this paper is for SIB to consider the 
national security issues raised by the recent protest activity at Parliament 
and associated violence at its conclusion, and to consider a system 
response to the ongoing national security implications. 

NZ Police 

[Not in Scope]

[Not in Scope]
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Cover Sheet for SIB Item 5 

Meeting Date 23 March 2022  

Sponsoring Agency New Zealand Police 

Item Title Recent Protest Activity: insights and implications for New 

Zealand’s national security 

Purpose 

1. This paper seeks SIB discussion on national security system issues raised by the recent

protest activity at Parliament. It is provided to encourage SIB discussion on the insights

and learnings from the protest activity, the underlying drivers of anti-mandate and anti-

authoritarian sentiment, and the ongoing national security implications, including whether

a system response may be needed.

Recommendations 

2. It is recommended that SIB:

a. reflect on the recent protest activity at Parliament and associated violence at its

conclusion and consider whether the anti-mandate movement is reflective of the anti-

authority movement in New Zealand

b. reflect on the efficacy of the immediate system response during the occupation of

Parliament

c. discuss whether the protest activity and underlying threads of alienation,

vulnerability, social deprivation, anti-authorism represents a threat to New Zealand’s

social cohesion, social resilience, democratic institutions, and national infrastructure

beyond the end of the Parliament occupation

d. discuss whether a system response is required to manage the ongoing national

security implications, and if so, what this might include to:

i. increase knowledge and awareness of social factors and issues driving

vulnerability to anti-authority, anti-Government and ultra-nationalist sentiment

ii. strengthen resilience to protect our democratic system, 

and our communities’ way of life

iii. provide community reassurance, Government-supported counter narratives, a

strengthened fourth estate and explore disinformation assessment and

response activities across Government similar to the Disinformation

Assessment and Response Team in the Ministry of Health
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23 March 2022 

Members 

Security & Intelligence Board 

SIB Discussion Paper: 

Recent Protest Activity: insights and implications for New Zealand’s national security 

Purpose 

1. This paper seeks SIB discussion on national security system issues raised by the recent

protest activity at Parliament. It is provided to encourage discussion on the insights and

learnings from the protest activity, the underlying drivers of anti-mandate and anti-

authoritarian sentiment, and the ongoing national security implications, including whether

a systems response may be needed.

Observations arising from the occupation event - New Zealand’s national security 

landscape has been changing, with a shift towards more extremist beliefs  

The occupation and enabling factors 

2. The occupation of Parliament grounds and the violence at its conclusion is a significant

moment for Aotearoa New Zealand. It was the largest and most significant protest since

1981, although not at the same scale or sustained intensity. In Police’s view, the 2022

Parliament protest had its foundations in disaffection and alienation at a societal and

political level and was primarily domestic in nature. However, the protest activity was

promoted, encouraged and directed through social media channels. In addition, some

aspects of the anti-mandate movement are examples of activity that is reflected by and

tailored to wider international trends of misinformation and extremism, fuelled by individual

experiences and public health responses to the global COVID-19 pandemic.

3. The scale of extremist and vitriolic content online, and its intensification through

consp racy theories, ,

has exploited and increased pre-existing domestic disaffection and alienation within New

Zealand. The anti-authority, anti-government, and strong individualistic narratives have a

significant effect on people already pre-disposed to such narratives and has clearly raised

compelling issues that have rallied individuals and groups across New Zealand, including

those who are feeling socially alienated and disaffected.

4. The nature and composition of the protesters changed over the 23-day period of

Parliament’s occupation. Police observes that the proportion of anti-mandate protesters

were a minority of those present by the end of the protest, with many more anti-authority

individuals joining throughout the occupation. Consequently, Police’s detailed response

plan was agile, from de-escalation and negotiation responses to increasingly strong law

enforcement action when protesters failed to respond to softer tactics. Police’s experience
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over the course of the occupation was that any central or local Government, or Police 

action, gave the protesters a cause to rally around, with a high risk of further escalation. 

For example, protestor escalation following an intention to tow illegally parked vehicles. 

Police also observed that the escalation in protester activity and the increase in anti-

authority actors attending the occupation demonstrated the level of social 

disenfranchisement of those present, with many not having anything to lose by being 

involved.  

5. Political and social activism through protest action is not a national security concern and

the right to protest in a democratic society must be protected. However, what is

concerning is the increase in the volume and nature of harmful anti-authority rhetoric

which could contribute to an environment that encourages or increases the risk of civil

disorder and violence occurring as a response to legitimate public policy.

Domestic causes and effects reflect international experience 

6. Parts of New Zealand society have suffered genuine hardship during the global COVID-

19 pandemic. Hardship has been felt most strongly in the restrictions on New Zealanders’

fundamental freedoms for public health and societal wellbeing. Individual and societal

disaffection and political alienation is often seeded in hardship and harsh lived

experiences.

7. Opposition to vaccine mandates came from people significantly disadvantaged as a result

of this policy. However, it also provided an opportunity for other disaffected sectors of

society to advance their grievances and ideologies. The views expressed during the

occupation were not heterogenous, but they were bound by a crisis narrative that drove

intense emotions, including anger, which morphed into or was a pretext for violence for

some. 

8. In overseas jurisdictions, mis and disinformation, conspiracy theories, and extremist

narratives combined with themes of radical individualism, have resulted in social

polarisation and splintering of social realities. Our domestic anti-mandate movement

manifests in anti-Government, anti-authority (including anti-law enforcement), and anti-

media sentiment. While the protest was influenced by action overseas and there was an

international aspect, the protest had strong domestic support, including via domestic

crowd funding.

9. The protest highlights a more general disenfranchisement with Government from a range

of anti-authority actors who oppose the government for several reasons, ranging from

reasonable criticisms of specific policy to conspiracy theories with no legitimate basis. A

more recent development is the number of anti-authority actors and groups who find

common cause in opposing almost all aspects of the Government’s response to the

COVID-19 pandemic.1 We have seen this public sentiment with a number of protests

occurring over late 2021 and into 2022, as well as an increase in anti-authority action,

1 NIC-IR-220211 New Zealand Police Intelligence Report Anti-Authority Rhetoric and Actors 
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including action focused on the Prime Minister, , and 

anti-COVID response action.   

10. The coverage of vaccine mandates by mainstream media, often without in-depth editorial

reflection or objective coverage, can have the effect of energising a movement,

perpetuated through online echo chambers that foster an extremist view. With the nature

and volume of mis and disinformation being spread, there has been an increase in

threatening rhetoric and a shift towards extreme beliefs and the normalisation of calls,

particularly in the online domain, for civil disorder and violence as a legitimate response

to public policy.

11. A sense of shared threat and the need for action can act as a powerful unifying force,

bringing together previously disparate individuals and causes, and fuelling shared in-

group and projected out-group identities. 

Discussion Points 

Is a coordinated and sustained national security system response required? 

12. There is a complex set of issues that has led to the  and civil disorder

risks, and violence experienced in the anti-mandate protest. This complexity may warrant

consideration of multiple factors and responses, including:

• a national security system response and integrated work across the 4Rs, with

consideration of the efficacy of the immediate system response during the protest

• a re-emphasis on social inclusion and social cohesion

• a consideration of deeper knowledge and intelligence on the factors underlying the

anti-authoritarian elements of the protest, and

• consideration of whether our laws, regulations, and current policy reform programmes,

are fit for purpose.

13. These are the same areas identified for consideration by the Royal Commission of Inquiry

into the terrorist attack on Christchurch masjidain on 15 March 2019.

What are the implications for social cohesion and social inclusion arising out of the protests? 

14. The narratives and grievances are highly visible to the public due to social media, the 24-

hour continuous news cycle, and the presence of alternative media outlets. As well,

numerous individuals actively shared, to large online audiences, their participation in, and

perception of, the protest and related matters. As a system, one approach to rebuilding

social cohesion and social inclusion may be to take deliberate efforts to engage and
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understand the concerns of protestors as a way of counteracting divisive responses. 

Along with this, a primary focus could be to correct disinformation and focus society on 

what unifies us rather what divides us. Education and awareness across all levels of 

society is needed, with a strong emphasis on social responsibility and acceptable 

behaviour. A focus beyond inclusion of ethnic minority groups will be required. 

15. The social cohesion challenge is not limited to attempts to re-engage those who feel that

their interests and those of society have diverged to a point of crisis; it is also to provide

assurance to the rest of society that efforts to manage the risks of this situation, and

address its causes, are appropriate and likely to be successful. If this assurance cannot

be provided, the public demand for firm action can be expected to grow.

16. The Government response to recommendation 12 of the Royal Commission, to develop

and promote an accessible reporting system for the public to report easily and safely

concerning behaviours or incidents to a single contact point, is one part of a broader

solution. However, other efforts to prevent threatening behaviour and maintain civil

discourse on public interest issues are required.

What is required to strengthen resilience and counter false narratives? 

17. One area that could be considered is the strengthening of the fourth estate, including free,

frank, objective, transparent, and well-evidenced journalism and media reporting to foster

a mainstream media environment that people can trust and have confidence in. A trusted

mainstream media environment mitigates and removes the need for people turning toward

non-traditional media sources, where there is significant mis/dis-information and

extremism. Without a strong fourth estate, it is likely that we will continue to see people

move further into harmful echo chambers. Government is supporting a pluralistic media

to maintain editorial content through media reforms, and preserving plurality,

transparency in sponsorships, and editorial inquiry is a key aspect of this reform. There is

also the activity supported through the Ministry of Health to provide counter-narratives

that address the realities of COVID-19 and the real protections that public health orders

provide. More could be done with the Disinformation Assessment and Response Team.

18. It is likely that a response will require the involvement of agencies outside of SIB,

particularly to address social, education, health and wellbeing issues, and to promote fact-

based social narratives. While the Ministry of Social Development is leading a workstream

on social cohesion as a response to Ko tō tātou kāinga tēnei, the report of the Royal

Commission of Inquiry into the terrorist attack on Christchurch masjidain on 15 March

2019, the scope of this work may require re-examining to ensure that its scope covers the

range of issues highlighted by this recent protest activity. Another focus area could be on

individual resiliency to mis and disinformation, including the need for individual mental

health responses, which if able to be accessed, could mitigate future risk.

Do we need increased knowledge and vigilance, and if so, what would that look like? 

19. While no direct or credible threat of planned violence has been identified post-occupation,

the risk that individuals may be mobilised to engage in acts of extremist violence may

have increased. This is due to the strengthening of relationships that occurred at a

personal level amongst some protesters, where these relationships had previously been
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sustained online. The shared experience of attending the protest may have created 

stronger bonds between individuals of concern within the protest cohort.  

20. Properly detecting, assessing, and preventing such behaviour, which is always

challenging, is even more difficult in an environment where it can intersect with political

and religious expression, legitimate protest, and ever-shifting forms of ideological framing.

In recent months, anti-authority sentiment has increasingly had physical manifestations

such as confrontation and intimidation, as well as property and infrastructure damage.

Since October 2021, Police has, through daily scanning, collected approximately 100

samples of threatening rhetoric aimed at the Prime Minister or her Government.2 The

violence at the conclusion of the protest is the latest physical manifestation of this

threatening rhetoric, highlighting the potential for escalation.

Are we collecting the right intelligence to respond to and mitigate the threats and risks? 

22. Consideration could also be given to whether there is a mandate and/or legal mechanism

to enable us to move safely to investigate and make decisions around national security

risks stemming from the margins of protest, without impacting or having a chilling effect

on legitimate protest.

Has the protest identified any gaps in legislative and regulatory settings that need to be 

scoped and prioritised? 

23. The Royal Commission noted the critical importance of having fit for purpose legislation

and policies to enable regulators and law enforcement agencies to act early to prevent

serious harm. Many of our policy agencies are progressing legislative and regulatory

reform programmes that can strengthen our national security settings. There is an

opportunity for SIB to consider whether there are any gaps in this reform package arising

2 NIC-IR-220211 New Zealand Police Intelligence Report Anti-Authority Rhetoric and Actors 
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out of recent experiences, and whether these reform programmes have the right scope 

and prioritisation.  

24. This may require SIB to have targeted discussions with the responsible policy agencies

across issues such as:

Conclusion 

26. This paper asks SIB members to consider the national security and societal issues raised

by the recent protest activity at Parliament and associated violence at its conclusion, and

to consider a system response to the ongoing national security implications.

Recommendations 

27. SIB is asked to:

a. reflect on the recent protest activity at Parliament and associated violence at its

conclusion and consider whether the anti-mandate movement is reflective of the anti-

authority movement in New Zealand

b. reflect on the efficacy of the immediate system response during the occupation of

Parliament

c. discuss whether the protest activity and underlying threads of alienation,

vulnerability, social deprivation, anti-authorism represents a threat to New Zealand’s
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social cohesion, social resilience, democratic institutions, and national infrastructure 

beyond the end of the Parliament occupation 

d. discuss whether a system response is required to manage the ongoing national

security implications, and if so, what this might include to:

i. increase knowledge and awareness of social factors and issues driving

vulnerability to anti-authority, anti-Government and ultra-nationalist sentiment

ii. strengthen resilience to protect our democratic system, 

 and our communities’ way of life

iii. provide community reassurance, Government-supported counter narratives, a

strengthened fourth estate and explore disinformation assessment and

response activities across Government similar to the Disinformation

Assessment and Response Team in the Ministry of Health

iv. identify whether offshore influence and anti-authority movements impact on

domestic activity and if so, the extent of the impact and how this can be

detected and mitigated early

v. consider whether the protest raises any particular legislative and regulatory

gaps and whether current reform packages are appropriately scoped and

prioritised to address these

e. agree that SIB will retain oversight of this issue, including consideration of findings

from post-occupation agency and system debriefs.

Andrew Coster 

Police Commissioner 

s6(a)

Rele
as

ed
 un

de
r th

e O
ffic

ial
 In

for
mati

on
 Act 

19
82



 

 

Page intentionally left blank 

Rele
as

ed
 un

de
r th

e O
ffic

ial
 In

for
mati

on
 Act 

19
82



s6(a)

Rele
as

ed
 un

de
r th

e O
ffic

ial
 In

for
mati

on
 Act 

19
82







 

 
Page 2 of 7 

[Not in Scope]

Rele
as

ed
 un

de
r th

e O
ffic

ial
 In

for
mati

on
 Act 

19
82



 

 
Page 3 of 7 

[Not in Scope]

Rele
as

ed
 un

de
r th

e O
ffic

ial
 In

for
mati

on
 Act 

19
82



 

 
Page 4 of 7 

[Not in Scope]

Rele
as

ed
 un

de
r th

e O
ffic

ial
 In

for
mati

on
 Act 

19
82



 

 
Page 5 of 7 

Item 5: March Protests Reflections and Insights 

20. The Police Commissioner provided his reflections following the March protests at

Parliament and across the country, emphasising the need to learn from the events and

understand the underlying causes. The Commissioner noted the growing anti-

Government and anti-authority sentiment that had been building over time, driven by a

variety of factors including the health controls, culminating in the Parliament protest. The

Commissioner questioned if there was anything that the national security system could

have done differently to avoid the situation, noting the challenges faced by the system

over the past two years.

21. A lack of social cohesion was raised as a key contributor to the protests, with the

Commissioner reflecting the March 15 terrorist attacks on the Christchurch masjidain had

potentially limited the view of what were considered minority communities, highlighting the

need to consider a wider view on marginalised and disaffected groups. Mis and dis

information has been raised by various groups and media as the cause of the protests,

however the Commissioner opined that mis and dis information should be seen as an

aggravator, raising the question about what can actually be done about it.

[Not in Scope]
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Extracts from Briefing: Policy Levers for Addressing Mis/
Disinformation, dated 9 March 2022 

Executive Summary 

1. Mis/disinformation is not a new problem. It has been around in various forms throughout
history.  But the arrival of mass social media has enabled mis/disinformation to be scaled
at a global level for the first time, delivering an asymmetric tool for manipulation of large
groups of people across borders and geographical distances, with limited traceability and
at very low cost.

2. New Zealand, like many of our likeminded partners, has been impacted by networks that
disseminate harmful mis/disinformation. This has affected for example the public health
response to COVID-19.  It has also manifested in more sinister ways, leading to
radicalisation of at-risk individuals, threats and intimidation of people in our communities,
and as a vehicle to undermine trust in democracy, media, and the institutions of
government.

3. Withheld in full

4. There are no easy solutions.  Our approach will need to be comprehensive and long-term
to build resilience within society to manage future mis/disinformation topics. New Zealand
is not alone in recognising the nature of the problem and grappling with appropriate ways
to address it.

Paragraphs 5-10 withheld in full 

Mis/disinformation leads to a range of harms… 

11. Mis/disinformation has emerged as a complex security issue around the world. The
development of online tools and social media environments that enable mass participation
has enabled the spread and promulgation of mis/disinformation, with implications that
governments and democratic societies have been relatively slow to recognise.

12. There are potentially harmful effects from the spread of mis/disinformation.  At the most
acute end of the spectrum these harms include threats to public safety, incitement of
criminal or violent extremist activity, breakdown of social cohesion, and efforts to undermine
democratic institutions.  Mis/disinformation can play a role in recruitment and radicalisation
strategies of violent extremist groups.  It can also be a tool of corporate or State influence
or driven by ideologically motivated groups.  Unwitting accomplices are often involved in
the dissemination of misinformation online.  Distinguishing innocent participants from the
nodes of deliberate and coordinated inauthentic behaviour can be difficult.

13. The impacts in New Zealand have become significant, exacerbated by the effects of the
COVID-19 pandemic.  While a full analysis is yet to be carried out, mis/disinformation
appears to have played a significant role in the February 2022 occupation of Parliament
grounds and associated violence and intimidation towards lawmakers, the media,
academics, authorities, officials, and the general public. Researchers, civil society groups,
tangata whenua, and the internet community have for some time expressed concern about
the impacts.

APPENDIX A

Rele
as

ed
 un

de
r th

e O
ffic

ial
 In

for
mati

on
 Act 

19
82



14. Withheld in full

15. Money also plays an important role, because of the potential to monetise
mis/disinformation content as a revenue source (for extremist groups and grifters alike)
and as a means of financing the production, dissemination, and promotion of
mis/disinformation.  The economics of mis/disinformation are largely obscure, although it
appears those who profit from and finance mis/disinformation frequently operate at a safe
distance from those most impacted by it.

16. Mis/disinformation networks can also be driven by a range of other factors, including
charismatic online personalities, development of a sense of community or shared
knowledge, relatively complex psychological phenomena (including e.g. “rabbit-holing” –
the descent into belief in bizarre, improbable or conspiratorial theories; or “brigading” –
where groups engage in coordinated attacks on others), and genuinely held ideological
beliefs (some moderate, others less so).

17. Addressing these problems is particularly challenging, whether for governments or
communities.  This problem set, like the online networks that drive it, is new enough that
tried and tested solutions are yet to emerge.  Mis/disinformation typically fits within
definitions of protected or political speech. Most mis/disinformation is legal – making it
difficult to address using traditional law enforcement and intelligence tools before the harms
become apparent.  Regulatory tools have proved particularly difficult to develop.  It can be
challenging to trace the financial flows, or to keep up with the shifting patterns of
mis/disinformation and their impact.

18. Withheld in part

In the lead up to the ‘convoy’ occupation there were clear signs of mis/disinformation networks 
looking to incite harm and disorder, hidden in plain sight among what seemed like more typical 
forms of political protest.  Whilst that ambiguity made it more difficult for agencies to focus in 
on the threat, many community groups and academics were actively calling them out.   

Paras 19-21 withheld in full. 

22. Withheld in part

Remainder of briefing (paras 23 -43) withheld in full. 

As we witnessed at the convoy occupations, even with longstanding efforts to get ahead 
of COVID 19 disinformation, existing inequality, social disengagement and mental health 
issues can create vulnerabilities that are easily exploited by malign actors. 
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