
‘Sovereign Citizens’ – a pseudo law 
movement 

Presented at ILANZ 2024 by: 
 Leith Townshend, Tasman District Council
 Hayley Bowman, New Zealand Police 



 What is a Sovereign Citizen (SC)?
o “highly diverse, decentralised movement that claims that national governments are illegitimate and 

that individuals can legally withdraw their consent to be governed by national governments” (2021 NZ 
Threat Insight Group). 

 “Sovereign citizens are anti-government extremists who believe that even though they physically reside 
in this country, they are separate or “sovereign” from the United States. As a result, they believe they 
don’t have to answer to any government authority, including courts, taxing entities, motor vehicle 
departments, or law enforcement.”  (FBI).

o “A form of legal quackery or snake oil”, (Donald J. Netolitzky, Canadian legal scholar)

 “The whole sovereign citizen thing is basically treating law like a form of magic.” (Andrew Geddis, Otago 
University Law Professor). 



o Commonly held ideas
 The strawman duality

o Everything is a contract

 Silence means agreement

o Absence of consent

 Defective State Law (the Government has no authority)

o Legal action requires an injured party

 Monetary and banking conspiracy theories



 Emerged in 1970s and 1980s in America, with increasing gap between 
rich and poor; 

 Emerged from combination of tax protester ideas, Pseudolaw and 
white supremacist movement (but now attracts many different 
ethnicities);

 Popular for those in hard times: 
 People want to believe they can annul their debts by renouncing citizenship or 

escape criminal convictions/prison; 

 Now popular amongst minority groups; 
 Popular in times of unrest when citizens struggle with State exercising 

control
 E.g. Covid . 

o Where did the movement come from?



 New Zealand context
 Been in NZ for over a decade

 Overlap with Maori sovereignty movement



Parliament 
Occupation





How do you know 
you are dealing with 
a sovereign citizen? 



 Government is a corporation 
o No consent, no contract 
 References to Admiralty/Maritime law 
o They will define words in interesting ways 
 Claims of ‘strawman’ or ‘strawman funds’ 
o Claims allodial title to public property 
 Changes to names or capitalization of names – Leith of House Townshend, LEITH-

DONALD
o May refer to themselves as ‘Non-resident Settlors”, “Living man/woman” 
 Documents are notarised in some way, even when not required
o Phrases like ‘Notice of Default”, “Notice to agent is notice to principal, notice to 

principal is notice to agent”, “All beneficial rights reserved in equity”
 Signed with a thumb print and a ‘wet ink signature’
o Signed over a stamp.



Allodial Title

Allodial Title



Effect on Local Government 
 More individuals refusing to pay their rates or charges. 

 Increased challenges and costs in enforcement proceedings. 

 Weaponizing of LGOIMA (information requests) and complaints. 

 Accessibility of Council staff and elected members.

 Security/safety concerns



 Parliament Occupation;
 Belief that Police have no powers of arrest, child sex slaves under parliament; refusing to give 

details when arrested;

 Occupation of houses and parks (allodial title);

 Traffic – bogus car registrations/no license;

 Fake IDs for diplomatic immunity or ‘Maori Rangers’;

 Common Law sheriffs; 

 Fitness to stand trial; 

 Perverting course of justice; 

 ‘Legal’ documents suing Police Officers; 
 Remember to check for OIA requests or offences (e.g. threats). 

 Mock trials threatening execution of public figures, finding the Government guilty of 
“crimes against humanity”.

Police interactions



Safety and security concerns?



Key takeaways 
 Some individuals thrive on the disruption caused by their actions. Try and minimize this as 

much as possible. 

 These people are out there in your communities. They do not all present a risk – but it 
would pay to be cautious in your interactions with them. 

 Encourage staff to take precautions to keep themselves safe – including locking down 
social media and removing themselves from electoral roll and RID. 

 Don’t let them change the way you interact with or inform people. 

 Remember legitimate legal claims and requests can be buried amongst the pseudo-law. 



 Frivolous, vexatious and trivial: A guide to section 18(h) of 
the OIA and section 17(h) of the LGOIMA | Ombudsman New 
Zealand 

 Combined Threat Assessment Group (CTAG) and police's 
Security Intelligence and Threats Group.

 Can you go on the unpublished roll? | Vote NZ 
 Contact your local Council to go on the Confidential Rating 

Information database  (RID) 

Articles: 
o Harry Hobbs, Stephen Young and Joe McIntyre “The Growth 

of Pseudolaw and Sovereign Citizens in Aotearoa New 
Zealand Courts” [2023] NZLJ 6. 

o Harry Hobbs, Stephen Young and Joe McIntyre, ‘The 
Internationalisation of Pseudolaw: The Growth of Sovereign 
Citizen Arguments in Australia and Aotearoa New Zealand’ 
(2024) 47(1) University of New South Wales Law Journal 
(forthcoming). 

https://www.ombudsman.parliament.nz/resources/frivolous-vexatious-and-trivial-guide-section-18h-oia-and-section-17h-lgoima
https://www.ombudsman.parliament.nz/resources/frivolous-vexatious-and-trivial-guide-section-18h-oia-and-section-17h-lgoima
https://www.ombudsman.parliament.nz/resources/frivolous-vexatious-and-trivial-guide-section-18h-oia-and-section-17h-lgoima
https://vote.nz/enrolling/get-ready-to-enrol/can-you-go-on-the-unpublished-roll/


Pātai?

 



https://www.newshub.co.nz/home/new-
zealand/2023/10/video-kiwi-sovereign-citizen-reads-
cop-his-rights-threatens-100-minute-fine-in-bizarre-
encounter.html

https://www.newshub.co.nz/home/new-zealand/2023/10/video-kiwi-sovereign-citizen-reads-cop-his-rights-threatens-100-minute-fine-in-bizarre-encounter.html
https://www.newshub.co.nz/home/new-zealand/2023/10/video-kiwi-sovereign-citizen-reads-cop-his-rights-threatens-100-minute-fine-in-bizarre-encounter.html
https://www.newshub.co.nz/home/new-zealand/2023/10/video-kiwi-sovereign-citizen-reads-cop-his-rights-threatens-100-minute-fine-in-bizarre-encounter.html
https://www.newshub.co.nz/home/new-zealand/2023/10/video-kiwi-sovereign-citizen-reads-cop-his-rights-threatens-100-minute-fine-in-bizarre-encounter.html
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