New Zealand anti-vax group
urges supporters to stand
for councils and ‘throw
weight aroundʼ
Voters urged to ‘do their homeworkʼ after
Voices for Freedom reportedly suggested
potential candidates hide affiliation to the
group in candidate paperwork
Eva Corlett
An anti-vaccine group that was involved in the weeks-long
occupation at parliament this year has called on its
supporters to take up positions in New Zealandʼs local
government so they can “throw their weight around”.
The Voices for Freedom group was one of many affiliated
with the February protest that was nominally about the
governmentʼs vaccine-mandate rules, but which reflected
an extensive list of complaints, including QAnon-style
conspiracies and vaccine-scepticism.
Now, its leaders want its supporters to throw their hats in
the ring to become local representatives. According to Dr
Mona Krewel, a political scientist who has studied Voices
For Freedom, and a report in Stuff, the organisation has

emailed potential candidates suggesting they hide their
affiliation to the group in candidate paperwork. Guardian
Australia has contacted the group for comment on this
point.
Local body elections take place in October but the cut-off
date for nominations was last week. Prior to the cut-off,
Local Government New Zealand (LGNZ) put out an “SOS
for local democracy”, after some councils reported they had
not received enough nominations to fill their chambers, and
that key roles would remain empty or uncontested.
Voices for Freedom has told its members, via messaging
platforms such as Telegram, to seize the opportunity. Some
members have confirmed their bids, including including
Jaspreet Boparai, a vocal member of the group.
During a Webinar this month, member Tane Webster urged
supporters to get involved: “When we have a whole lot of
energised, motivated people, we can really sway the results,
throw our weight around.”
Voices for Freedom is a sophisticated, motivated group that
openly stands for conspiratorial beliefs and spreads
misinformation and disinformation, said Dr Sanjana
Hattotuwa, a research fellow at The Disinformation Project.
Hattotuwa has concerns about the groupʼs attempts to
enter local politics. “Is it really worrying what they will go on
to do, the thinking that they are bringing and the
consequence of getting into local government. We need to

take this very seriously.”
“It is a powerful way of expanding their role, strengthening
their imprint, entrenching their ideology, expanding their
network and ensuring that over a period of time some of our
social mindset will change.”
Hattotuwa said everyone should be able to participate in
democracy and stand for local government, but in this case,
he was concerned at reports the group was suggesting its
members conceal their affiliations when entering the ring.
Krewel described the groupʼs ideology and proliferation of
disinformation as potentially “dangerous”.
“I would characterise them as a real threat if they run in
local elections,” Krewel said.
The group is using the elections to escalate its influence,
she said.
“There is actually a lot to decide at the local level – as
turnout is low and there is not much competition in this
election, they actually stand a real chance to be elected and
given a platform in the coming years.”
Krewel said the horse had bolted with Voices for Freedom
members having already thrown their hats in the ring – now
it was up to voters to do their homework.
“It is their democratic right to run, but itʼs also the votersʼ

democratic rights to inform themselves and in particular
their civic duty – even more so – before they vote for
someone.”
Guardian Australia has contacted Voices of Freedom for
further comment.
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… as youʼre joining us today from New Zealand, we have a
small favour to ask. Tens of millions have placed their trust
in the Guardianʼs fearless journalism since we started
publishing 200 years ago, turning to us in moments of
crisis, uncertainty, solidarity and hope. More than 1.5 million
supporters, from 180 countries, now power us financially –
keeping us open to all, and fiercely independent.
Unlike many others, the Guardian has no shareholders and
no billionaire owner. Just the determination and passion to
deliver high-impact global reporting, always free from
commercial or political influence. Reporting like this is vital
for democracy, for fairness and to demand better from the
powerful.
And we provide all this for free, for everyone to read. We do
this because we believe in information equality. Greater
numbers of people can keep track of the events shaping
our world, understand their impact on people and

communities, and become inspired to take meaningful
action. Millions can benefit from open access to quality,
truthful news, regardless of their ability to pay for it.
Every contribution, however big or small, powers our
journalism and sustains our future. Support the Guardian
from as little as NZ$1 – it only takes a minute. If you
can, please consider supporting us with a regular
amount each month. Thank you.

