
In the fall of 2022, it was reported that the Chinese 
government had set up three “unofficial police service 
stations” in the United Kingdom (UK) to harass individuals 
from China and even force them to return home.1 Around 
the same time, in October 2022, China’s consul general 
in Manchester, Zheng Xiyuan, dragged a Hong Kong 
prodemocracy protester onto the grounds of the Chinese 
consulate and viciously attacked him.2 After the British 
government increased pressure on Chinese officials to 
account for their extralegal actions, Beijing recalled Zheng 
and five other diplomats and quietly closed the three stations.

The two high-profile examples of transnational repression 
reignited intense debate in the UK about the government’s 
capacity to protect exiles and diasporas from the reach of 
authorities in their countries of origin. Freedom House has 
found that the regimes of seven countries—most recently 
China, Iran, and Saudi Arabia—were responsible for 11 

incidents of physical transnational repression in the UK from 
2014 to 2024. These documented assaults, assassination 
attempts, and credible threats likely represent only a fraction 
of all the cases that occurred.

Since the release of Freedom House’s 2022 report on 
transnational repression in the UK,3 British authorities have 
demonstrated greater awareness, whether in policy papers or 
public statements, of how such “state threats” infringe on the 
country’s sovereignty and present safety risks to immigrant 
populations.4 The discovery of the Chinese police stations and 
the assault at the Manchester consulate provided an impetus 
for the UK government to announce the formation of a cross-
agency task force that would tackle transnational repression 
as part of its remit. For its part, Parliament approved 
legislation designed to stiffen penalties for malicious activities 
on behalf of a foreign power.

People gather at Trafalgar Square in London for a protest in support of human rights defenders and protesters in Iran on Feb. 4, 2023. (Photo by 
Artūras Kokorevas/Pexels)
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Despite these positive steps, the overall response has 
been uneven. Officials have mainly treated transnational 
repression as a subcategory of foreign interference, as 
opposed to a rights violation in itself, often implicitly deeming 
it less important than disinformation or threats to the UK’s 
electoral infrastructure and governmental bodies. While 
policymakers, law enforcement agencies, and ministerial 
leaders acknowledge the phenomenon within this national 
security context and work proactively to protect vulnerable 
individuals, the relevant national bodies fail to meaningfully 
engage at the grassroots level with affected communities. 
Absent readily accessible resources, diaspora members still 
lack trust in the official responses to everyday harassment. 
Successive UK governments have also publicly framed state 
threats as actor-agnostic, suggesting that they will address 
extraterritorial interference no matter the source, but 
economic and geopolitical concerns seem to have impeded 
vigorous responses to transnational repression carried out by 
the governments of China, India, Rwanda, and various Middle 
Eastern governments. Similarly, repeated efforts to enact 
exclusionary migration legislation and send asylum seekers to 
Rwanda have undermined officials’ stated commitments to 
protect those fleeing oppressive regimes.

Transnational repression is framed as a national security 
concern in the United Kingdom. Authorities use the term 
“state threats” to encompass a wide range of foreign threats, 
including espionage, sabotage, and “physical threats to 
people.”5 The domestic counterintelligence and security 
agency MI5 manages a webpage on “countering state threats” 
and the tactics foreign aggressors use. Meanwhile, law 
enforcement agencies have offered proactive protection 
to high-profile individuals, and lawmakers have advanced 
legislation to counter foreign interference. The strategy 
of subsuming transnational repression into a category of 

external threats to UK national security has resulted in a 
degree of neglect toward the human rights implications for 
individuals who are targeted by perpetrator governments. 
Effectively addressing transnational repression requires 
careful attention to its impact on both security and 
human rights. More consistent engagement with diaspora 
populations would raise law enforcement and other agencies’ 
awareness of the everyday effects of transnational repression.

Cross-agency collaboration to tackle 
state threats
Over the last several years, multiple UK governments have 
adopted a cross-agency approach to addressing foreign 
threats. Under Prime Minister Boris Johnson in 2021, the 
government commissioned an integrated review of the UK’s 
national security and foreign policy, which acknowledged 
that state threats were “growing and diversifying.” The review 
identified the 2018 poisoning of Sergei and Yulia Skripal by 
Russian agents as a prime example of this aggression.6 To 
more effectively shield the UK from such threats, the analysis 
stressed the need for a holistic, interagency response. A year 
later, after the revelation of the unofficial Chinese police 
stations, then–Prime Minister Rishi Sunak appointed Security 
Minister Tom Tugendhat to head a new cross-departmental 
Defending Democracy Taskforce intended to “protect the 
democratic integrity of the UK from threats of foreign 
interference.”7 Transnational repression is listed as part of 
the mandate of the task force, which brings together officials 
from the Cabinet Office, the Home Office, law enforcement 
bodies, the intelligence community, and members of 
Parliament, among others.8 

Since its formation, however, most of the task force’s publicly 
disclosed work has pertained to other types of foreign 
interference: countering disinformation, bolstering physical 
and cybersecurity measures for politicians, and defending the 
electoral system.9 In 2024, the parliamentary Joint Committee 
on National Security Strategy (JCNSS) launched an inquiry 
on defending democracy and the task force’s activities, yet 
transnational repression did not feature prominently in its call 
for evidence.10 Security Minister Dan Jarvis told Parliament 
in May 2025 that the task force had completed its review 
of the UK’s approach to transnational repression, noting 
that the government manages a “robust system” in terms 
of legislative, foreign policy, and law enforcement tools to 
protect individuals.11 However, it is difficult to assess the 
initiative’s progress, as the full contents of the review were 
not made public. To its credit, the Home Office paired Jarvis’s 
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While the UK has established cross-
departmental and legislative initiatives 
to respond to transnational repression, 
it has made less progress in enhancing 
the resilience of communities that are 
vulnerable to everyday threats.

announcement with the creation of a website outlining tactics 
of transnational repression and offering guidance to targeted 
individuals.12 In another positive step, an inquiry launched 
by the parliamentary Joint Committee on Human Rights in 
January 2025 allowed witnesses to underline the fact that 
transnational repression involves rights violations against 
individuals and to explain its effects on entire communities.

Legislative and legal avenues of redress
To more directly address the rise in threats from foreign 
states, officials have introduced legislation related to foreign 
interference. The National Security Act, adopted in 2023, 
codifies a two-tiered foreign influence registration scheme 
(FIRS) as well as new offenses for foreign interference and 
assisting a foreign intelligence service. The act includes a 
novel “state threats aggravating power” to toughen penalties 
for hostile behavior “on behalf of or intended to benefit a 
foreign power.”13 Notably, the foreign interference offense 
criminalizes conduct that violates an individual’s rights 
under the European Convention on Human Rights. However, 
Jonathan Hall, who was named the Independent Reviewer 
of State Threats Legislation following the act’s passage, 
observed that if carelessly implemented, such legislative 
measures could limit people’s freedoms of expression and 
association.14 Some diaspora groups and lawyers have warned, 
for example, that investigations may be opened against 
diaspora members who are themselves coerced by origin 
governments into intimidating other diaspora members.15 
While this sort of intimidation should be investigated and 
may lead to the exposure of wider schemes of transnational 
repression, law enforcement agencies must recognize that 
an apparent perpetrator within the diaspora could also be a 
victim who requires support.

It is still early to assess the legislation’s impact, but the 
government has taken practical steps to implement its 
provisions. Matt Jukes, the head of counterterrorism policing, 
announced the creation of a new police unit that would 
exercise powers under the National Security Act and handle 
state threats emanating from China, Iran, and Russia.16 Since 
the law came into force in December 2023, at least nine 
individuals have been charged under its provisions, six of 
whom were accused of transnational repression. In May 2024, 
London’s Metropolitan Police charged three men—including 
two private security consultants—with surveilling Hong Kong 
prodemocracy activists.17 At the beginning of 2025, the Home 
Office released a guide for security professionals about the 

2023 act, warning them that they may face prosecution if they 
gather information on political dissidents.18

British officials have also employed existing criminal penalties 
to punish those carrying out state threats. In December 2023, 
a London court sentenced a Chechen man to 3.5 years in 
prison for collecting information on the headquarters of the 
media outlet Iran International, possibly in preparation for a 
terrorist attack.19 In another case related to Iran International, 
British authorities in December 2024 secured the extradition 
of two Romanians to the UK, where they were detained for 
allegedly committing grievous bodily harm in connection 
with the stabbing of presenter Pouria Zeraati.20 Finally, 
the Metropolitan Police’s Counterterrorism Command 
announced in March 2025 that six Bulgarians were found 
guilty under the Criminal Law Act and Official Secrets Act 
of spying on journalists on Moscow’s behalf.21 Each of these 
cases reflects the government’s awareness of perpetrator 
states’ employment of proxies and criminal organizations to 
spy on diaspora media and activists.

As another form of recourse, targeted individuals are able 
to bring civil cases against perpetrator governments. In 
August 2022, a High Court judge cleared the way for Saudi 
satirist Ghanem al-Masarir’s lawsuit alleging that the Saudi 
government had hacked his phone and ordered an assault 
against him. The judge refused to dismiss the case under the 
State Immunity Act, as the Saudi operation caused personal 
injury to al-Masarir.22 In another case, a London Court of 
Appeal ruled in October 2024 that the Bahraini and Saudi 
governments could not claim state immunity in spyware 
lawsuits brought by Bahraini activists Saeed Shehabi and 
Moosa Mohammed and Saudi human rights defender Yahya 
Assiri, respectively.23 These decisions could present a useful 
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accountability measure for future victims, especially in cases 
of digital transnational repression.

Grassroots support
While the UK has established cross-departmental and 
legislative initiatives to respond to transnational repression, 
it has made less progress in enhancing the resilience of 
communities that are vulnerable to everyday threats. On the 
one hand, British law enforcement agencies have provided 
threat-to-life warnings to high-profile targeted individuals, 
including Russian dissident Dmitriy Gudkov and two Iran 
International journalists.24 Since 2022, MI5 has responded to 
20 Tehran-backed plots against UK-based individuals.25 On the 
other hand, officials often appear underprepared to meet the 
broader needs of affected communities.

For example, national and local police and municipal bodies 
largely fail to educate immigrant populations about their civil 
rights or establish mechanisms for individuals to report cases 
of intimidation.26 Proactive outreach to relevant communities 
is lagging relative to other host countries such as Canada and 
the United States. The lack of a systematic outreach program 
or a designated government point of contact means that 
individuals often do not know whom to consult. Prominent 
individuals with contacts in the Foreign, Commonwealth, 
and Development Office (FCDO) or Home Office may notify 
them of concerns, but most must turn to police or the office 
of a local member of Parliament.27 In fact, leading security 
officials frequently tell victims to call police at 999 or 101, or 
to visit a police station. While this advice is the most effective 
option in life-threatening situations, relying primarily on 
emergency numbers may overshadow the value of regular 
engagement with communities to mitigate less severe forms 
of harassment.

Not all local officers know enough about transnational 
repression to understand why someone would be targeted, 
as one Hong Kong activist indicated in a conversation with 
Freedom House. Frontline responders are consequently not 
always able to adequately help vulnerable people. In a letter to 
Security Minister Jarvis, members of the Inter-Parliamentary 
Alliance on China voiced their concerns about the police’s 
lack of preparedness to support Hong Kong activists targeted 
by bounties issued by the Hong Kong government.28 Hong 
Kong diaspora figures and Iranian journalists have indicated 
that local police may not recognize incidents of transnational 
repression as such, and sometimes advise targeted individuals 
to censor themselves to avoid unwanted attention.29

Local law enforcement officers’ awareness of transnational 
repression could improve after Security Minister Jarvis told 
Parliament in March 2025 that counterterrorism specialists 
would train all 45 territorial police forces across the UK on 
state threats.30 Even if police are able to meet immediate 
needs in more urgent situations, however, they are poorly 
equipped to address the wide-ranging psychological impacts 
of transnational repression tactics and the ways in which 
sustained intimidation prevents individuals from enjoying 
their basic rights as residents of the UK.

Although the UK has participated in several bilateral and 
multilateral efforts to address transnational repression and 
has held certain states accountable, the country’s foreign and 
economic interests deter the government from treating all 
perpetrators alike.

British officials have contributed to a number of larger 
initiatives to combat physical and digital transnational 
repression. In September 2023, the UK’s National 
Cybersecurity Centre and the United States’ Cybersecurity 
and Infrastructure Security Agency held a Strategic 
Dialogue on Cybersecurity of Civil Society Under Threat of 
Transnational Repression. A year later, Home Office officials 
met with US Department of Justice national security experts 
to form a working group to review the threat of state-
sponsored violence and repression.31 In addition, the UK and 
France lead the Pall Mall process, an initiative that aims to 
“tackle the proliferation and irresponsible use of commercial 
cyber intrusion capabilities.”32 On the multilateral level, the 
UK is a member of the Group of Seven Rapid Response 
Mechanism, which has a working group dedicated to 
countering transnational repression. The UK and its Five Eyes 
intelligence allies—the United States, Canada, Australia, and 
New Zealand—also committed themselves to protecting their 
societies from transnational repression at the Five Country 
Ministerial meeting in June 2023.33

UK authorities have pursued accountability measures against 
adversarial governments. Iran and Russia, for example, are 
frequently mentioned in MI5 state threat updates and Home 
Office speeches. In 2025, the Home Office announced that 
the two countries would be the first on the enhanced tier 
of the aforementioned FIRS, requiring organizations and 
individuals representing Tehran’s and Moscow’s interests 
to register for a broad range of activities or face up to 
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five years in prison.34 Moreover, the government expelled 
Russian diplomats after the Skripal poisoning, and as threats 
against Iran International and UK-based Iranian activists 
spiked in 2023, it created a new sanctions regime to apply in 
Tehran-backed incidents.35 Upon taking office in late 2023, 
then–Foreign Secretary David Cameron summoned Iran’s 
chargé d’affaires in London to stress that plots against Iran 
International journalists would not be tolerated.36 A month 
later, the UK, in partnership with the United States, employed 
the recently instituted sanctions regime against several 
members of Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC) Unit 
840 for plotting to kill Iran International journalists, and 
against criminal gangs that had pursued Iranian dissidents 
across jurisdictions.37

The response to acts of transnational repression carried 
out by Beijing has been more limited, likely due to foreign 
policy and economic considerations. Over the last few years, 
UK ministers and lawmakers have publicly condemned the 
Chinese government’s opening of unofficial police stations 
and the imposition of bounties on UK-based Hong Kong 
activists, and the FCDO has raised these issues with Chinese 
diplomats. However, there is a gap between rhetoric and 
actions. A 2023 Foreign Affairs Committee analysis of the 2021 
integrated review criticized the government for not swiftly 
declaring Zheng Xiyuan persona non grata for his role in the 
Manchester incident.38 In January 2025, under a new Labour 
Party government, Foreign Secretary David Lammy and Home 
Secretary Yvette Cooper expressed provisional support for 
a Chinese “super embassy” on the grounds of the former 
Royal Mint despite concerns among UK-based dissidents from 
China—some of whom had been targeted with the bounties 
issued by Hong Kong authorities—that the embassy could 
serve as a hub for transnational repression.39 Around the 
same time, Foreign Minister for the Indo-Pacific Catherine 
West cited economic reasons to defend the chancellor’s visit 
to China only weeks after Hong Kong police issued arrest 
warrants for four more UK-based individuals. According to 
West, the British economy was “fragile,” and the government 
had to “balance those [national security concerns] with being 
an outwardly facing and globally trading nation.”40

Similar geopolitical and economic concerns in the context 
of Britain’s exit from the European Union (EU) and political 
turnover in the UK have affected the government’s responses 
to transnational repression perpetrated by other partners, 
such as India and some Persian Gulf states.41 In January 2022, 
the UK launched negotiations on a free trade agreement 
with the Indian government, which has increasingly targeted 
Sikh nationalists abroad in recent years. British police have 

granted protection to at least six Sikh individuals who are 
allegedly on an Indian intelligence hit list, yet members of 
the Sikh community in the UK—including Labour member of 
Parliament Preet Kaur Gill—have said their concerns are not 
always taken seriously by police.42 While authorities expelled 
an Indian intelligence agent in the summer of 2023, officials 
never explained the reason, whereas their US and Canadian 
counterparts publicly announced accountability measures in 
response to extraterritorial assassination plots linked to the 
Indian government in those countries.43

Both Conservative and Labour Party governments have 
promoted restrictive asylum policies in recent years, 
increasing the precarity of many potential targets of 
transnational repression. At the end of 2024, the asylum 
backlog stood at over 90,000 applications, with many asylum 
seekers originating in Pakistan, Turkey, and Eritrea—all 
state perpetrators of transnational repression.44 Without 
permanent legal status, asylum seekers remain dependent 
on their home countries for key documents and are thus 
exposed to pressure from those governments. Except for 
special UK visa schemes for Hong Kongers, Ukrainians, and 
Afghans, there are few efficient permanent resettlement 
pathways for individuals fleeing closed political systems 
or conflict. In addition, while there are safeguards against 
politically motivated extraditions, awareness of transnational 
repression within the migration system is lacking.45 Instead 
of addressing capacity concerns, policymakers have sought 
to criminalize “irregular” migrants and externalize asylum 
screening to Rwanda, a country whose regime has a track 
record of perpetrating transnational repression.

The government expelled Russian 
diplomats after the Skripal 
poisoning, and as threats against Iran 
International and UK-based Iranian 
activists spiked in 2023, it created 
a new sanctions regime to apply in 
Tehran-backed incidents.
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The Rwanda plan, though ultimately abandoned, exemplifies 
broader efforts by some democracies to offshore asylum 
processing to a “safe” third country. After leaving the EU, 
the UK had no agreements allowing it to send migrants back 
to European countries through which they had transited. In 
2022, the Conservative government of Boris Johnson inked 
a memorandum of understanding with Rwandan officials, 
enabling the UK to send “irregular” migrants who arrived 
via “dangerous” routes—including by crossing the English 
Channel in small boats—to Rwanda. The 2022 Nationality and 
Border Act facilitated this arrangement, and the 2023 Illegal 
Migration Act (IMA) gave ministers discretion to disregard 
interim restrictions issued by the European Court of Human 
Rights.46 The UK Supreme Court deemed the plan unlawful 
due to Rwanda’s woeful human rights record, inadequate 
asylum system, and history of transnational repression 
directed at Rwandan nationals in the UK.47 Nonetheless, the 
Conservative government under Rishi Sunak passed the 
Safety of Rwanda Act in April 2024 to bar the Home Office 
from considering evidence that was critical of Rwanda’s 
record, and signed a treaty with Kigali to enhance safeguards 
in Rwanda’s migration system.48 These moves came despite 
the fact that the British government had granted refugee 
status to four Rwandans in 2023.49 After taking power 
in July 2024, the new Labour government scrapped the 
entire plan, and no asylum seekers were ever forcibly 
removed to Rwanda.

Rather than dedicating more resources to addressing 
the asylum backlog, however, the Labour government 
has focused on closing physical access to the UK. The 
government did signal its intent to repeal the Safety 
of Rwanda Act and reverse the duty to remove asylum 
seekers under the IMA by introducing the Border Security, 
Asylum, and Immigration Bill 2025. But as the Office of the 
United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees notes, 
the bill would retain a clause of the IMA that expands the 
number of countries deemed “safe” and from which asylum 
seekers would be inadmissible.50 The augmented list of safe 
countries would include India, a known state perpetrator of 
transnational repression.

Transnational repression is clearly on the radar of the UK 
government. Authorities have understood the issue through 
the prism of national security, introducing laws and sanctions 
to penalize egregious incidents carried out by foreign 
states against their current or former nationals. However, a 
comprehensive and effective response to the problem will 
require going beyond the criminalization of certain acts to 
both increase the resilience of diaspora communities and 
recognize the ways in which some migration policies can 
exacerbate transnational repression.

Conclusion
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Recommendations for the UK government:
•	 Establish a systematic outreach program for 

diaspora communities that are vulnerable to 
transnational repression. One option would be to 
organize deeper cooperation between the Defending 
Democracy Taskforce and local councils on informing 
individuals of their rights as UK residents. The 
government could also produce brochures in relevant 
languages about the various tactics of transnational 
repression and what to do when individuals suspect they 
are being targeted.

•	 Designate a lead office within the government 
to address transnational repression. This “point 
person,” who could operate within the Defending 
Democracy Taskforce, should streamline the formulation 
of responses, enhance transparency related to 
government efforts to hold perpetrators accountable, 
and develop resources for diaspora communities.

•	 Deepen collaboration with British civil society to 
document trends and identify priorities among 
diaspora communities. The UK hosts a plethora of 
human rights and diaspora organizations, including the 
recently formed Tackling Transnational Repression in 
the UK Working Group, which has driven progress on 
this issue and developed relationships with Parliament. 
Given the potential reticence of some immigrants to 
report incidents to police or Home Office officials, the 
government should increase funding for civil society 
initiatives and expand collaboration with this existing 
network to inform policy and enhance understanding of 
diaspora members’ everyday concerns.

•	 Carefully implement training on state threats 
for local law enforcement agencies. Well-crafted 
programs will enable police and other local officials to 
recognize different forms of transnational repression, 
understand the political motivations of key perpetrators, 
and respond appropriately to victims’ requests 
for assistance.

•	 Consistently apply sanctions and diplomatic 
measures against perpetrators of transnational 
repression. Foreign policy preferences should not 
influence the designation of countries for the enhanced 
tier of the FIRS.

•	 Refrain from summarily rejecting asylum seekers 
from countries with track records of transnational 
repression. The government should also avoid any 
revival of efforts to offshore the holding or screening of 
asylum seekers to countries whose governments have 
threatened their nationals in the UK, and dedicate more 
resources to reducing the asylum backlog through fair 
and efficient processing of applications.
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