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Key Findings
1

Global internet freedom declined for the 15th
consecutive year. Of the 72 countries assessed in Freedom
on the Net 2025, conditions deteriorated in 27, while 17
countries registered overall gains. Kenya experienced the

most severe decline of the coverage period, after authorities
responded to nationwide protests over tax policy in June 2024
by shutting down internet connectivity for around seven hours
and arresting hundreds of protesters. Bangladesh earned

the year’s strongest improvement, as a student-led uprising
ousted the country’s repressive leadership in August 2024

and an interim government made positive reforms. China

and Myanmar remained the world’s worst environments for
internet freedom, while Iceland held its place as the freest
online environment.

2

Half of the 18 countries with an internet freedom
status of Free suffered score declines during the
coverage period. Only three countries in this group
received improvements. People in Georgia experienced the
most significant decline in the Free cohort, followed by
Germany and the United States, as the ruling Georgian
Dream party enacted repressive measures targeting civil
society. Authorities in Germany pursued criminal
prosecutions against people who criticized politicians, while
threats from far-right actors further encouraged self-
censorship online. In the United States, growing restrictions
on civic space threatened to stifle digital activism, marked
by the detention of foreign nationals for nonviolent online
expression.

3

Control over online information has become an
essential tool for authoritarian leaders seeking to
entrench their regimes. Governments in the countries that
suffered the most extreme declines over the 15 years of
global deterioration in internet freedom—Egypt, Pakistan,
Russia, Turkey, and Venezuela—intensified their control over
the online environment in response to challenges to their
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rule. Authorities in these settings expanded restrictions on
content, escalated surveillance of electronic communications,
and imposed more severe penalties on those who expressed
dissent online, particularly during protests and elections. The
pattern illustrates how digital repression has proven essential
for regime security in authoritarian states.

4

Online spaces are more manipulated than ever, as
authorities seek to promote favored narratives and
warp public discourse. Of the 21 indicators covered

by Freedom on the Net, the one that assesses whether
online sources of information are manipulated by the
government or other powerful actors has undergone

the most consistent global decline over the past 15 years.
Information manipulation campaigns have reshaped online
spaces, with common methods including paid commenters
who masquerade as ordinary internet users, news sites
mimicking trusted outlets, misleading content generated
by artificial intelligence (Al), and prominent social media
influencers who post progovernment content without clear
or formal affiliation.

5

The immediate future of internet freedom will depend
on the ways in which governments deploy and regulate
new technologies. Governments are overseeing investments
in their domestic Al industries that will shape how people
interact with chatbots, synthetic media, and other Al-enabled
products, with important implications for privacy and free
expression in countries where safeguards are lacking. Advances
in satellite-based internet connectivity are bringing many
communities online, particularly in rural and war-torn areas,
exposing satellite service providers to government pressure
regarding surveillance and censorship. Online anonymity,

an essential enabler for freedom of expression, is entering a
period of crisis as policymakers in free and autocratic countries
alike mandate the use of identity verification technology for
certain websites or platforms, motivated in some cases by the
legitimate aim of protecting children.
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By Kian Vesteinsson and Grant Baker

The internet is more controlled and more manipulated
today than ever before. Global internet freedom declined
for the 15th consecutive year in 2025, as authoritarian
governments employed censorship and offline repression

to quash protests that were organized online, and people

in democracies faced an escalation in constraints on

digital expression.

When the Freedom on the Net project was launched in

2011, following a 2009 pilot, there was widespread optimism
about the power of information technology to support
prodemocracy movements and drive progress for human
rights. These hopes were buoyed by the prominent role played
by online platforms in Iran’s Green Movement and the Arab
Spring that followed. From the outset, however, it was apparent
that governments could use the same digital technologies to
smother dissent and shape online narratives in their favor.

During this report’s coverage period, from June 2024 to
May 2025, conditions deteriorated in 27 of the 72 countries
assessed, while 17 countries registered overall gains. The
year’s largest decline occurred in Kenya, followed by
Venezuela and Georgia. China and Myanmar remained

the world’s worst environments for internet freedom.

The immediate future of internet
freedom will depend on how
governments deploy incentives for
and controls over the next wave of
technological innovation.

Bangladesh earned the largest improvement, while Iceland
retained its status as the freest online environment,
followed by Estonia.

Fifteen years of Freedom on the Net analysis shows that the
internet has transformed the ways in which state authorities
and other powerful actors assert control over information.
Authoritarian rulers have deployed tools of digital repression
to strengthen their hold on power, particularly in response
to protests or elections that challenge their rule, driving the
most precipitous cumulative score declines recorded by the
report. And in countries across the democratic spectrum,
from the worst autocracies to some of the world’s freest
societies, political leaders have sought to manipulate online
narratives through increasingly sophisticated methods,
often attempting to shape the information space without
overt censorship.

The immediate future of internet freedom will depend on
how governments deploy incentives for and controls over
the next wave of technological innovation. Governments
around the world are already ramping up their development
of Al ecosystems, pouring huge investments into cloud-
computing infrastructure and natural-language and
reasoning models. Innovations in satellite-based connectivity
will change how people access the internet, while the rise
of technical measures to verify the age and identity of
people using the internet will dramatically alter the online
experience. Freedom of expression, access to information,
and privacy should be among the values that guide both
regulation and innovation.

Those working to safeguard internet freedom face new
headwinds, however. The US government’s decision
to dismantle its foreign aid institutions resulted in the
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working on human rights issues in the world’s least free
environments, and to organizations that assisted journalists,
activists, and others under threat for the content they
posted online. (Freedom House was among the organizations
that were materially affected by the freeze in US foreign
assistance, which included the removal of funding for
Freedom on the Net and our broader emergency support
programs.) The United States has long served as a leading
advocate of global internet freedom, and its withdrawal from
the vanguard leaves a significant gap.

Fifteen consecutive years of decline should stir alarm among
supporters of internet freedom and galvanize remedial
efforts in the years to come. Halting and reversing the
negative trend will require coordinated action by like-

minded allies from government, the private sector, and

civil society. As emerging technologies begin to affect the
exercise of human rights online, these partners must establish
safeguards for free expression and privacy to ensure that

any technical innovation leads to improvements for global
internet freedom.

6@%@9%@@&&%@9&@&@5@@@@%@%iDe@ﬁS@@Q@‘hpplication. Governments around the world are ramping up their development of

“sovereign Al” ecosystems, pouring investments into domestically based cloud infrastructure and Al models. (Photo credit: SOPA Images Limited)
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Tracking the Global Decline

tate responses to mass protests, deepening technical
Scensorship, and threats to free speech in democracies
fueled the 15th consecutive year of decline in internet
freedom. People in at least 57 of the 72 countries covered by
Freedom on the Net 2025 were arrested or imprisoned for
online expression on social, political, or religious topics during
the coverage period—a record high. In May 2025, a Saudi.
Arabian court sentenced British citizen Ahmad al-Doush to 10
years in prison, reportedly over a deleted 2018 social media
post about Sudan and his association with an exiled Saudi
critic, though the sentence was reduced to 8 years in June
2025, after the coverage period. In October 2024, a Belarusian
court sentenced Andrei Parotnikau, a political analyst
and blogger, to 10 years in prison on trumped-up charges
including treason and promotion of extremist activities.

A year of mass mobilization

Protests and large-scale uprisings drove some of the year’s
most significant developments, as governments engaged
in digital repression to thwart communication about

acts of dissent. Across the board, authorities arrested
online critics and protest organizers. In the more severe
cases, governments pursued wholesale restrictions on
internet access.

Kenyan authorities carried out a violent crackdown,
contributing to the year’s largest score decline, after people
mobilized nationwide and online in June 2024 to protest new
tax policies and perceived economic mismanagement. The
government imposed an approximately seven-hour internet
shutdown—the first such connectivity restriction reported

From the worst autocracies to some of the world’s freest societies, people were arrested or imprisoned
for online expression on social, political, and religious topics. These are some of the most severe cases.

Venezuela Saudi Arabia
In February 2025, opposition
activist Nelson Pifiero was
sentenced to 15 years in prison
for criticizing Nicolds Maduro’s
government on social media.

In May 2025, a court sentenced
visiting British national Ahmed
al-Doush to 10 years in prison,
reportedly over political
commentary posted on social
media in 2018.

in Freedom Hol
country assessments in Freedom on the

Belarus

A court sentenced political
blogger Andrei Parotnikau to
10 years in prison on
trumped-up charges in
October 2024.

Azerbaijan

In February 2025, authorities
sentenced Matlab Baghirov,
who ran two religious online
media outlets, to 12 years in
prison on politicized charges.

Bangladesh

Ahead of the ouster of the
repressive Awami League
government in August 2024,
security forces carried out
mass arrests and violence
against demonstrators.

Authorities arrested hundreds
of people who had mobilized
nationwide and over social
media during June 2024
protests.

edom in the World report are excluded from the relevant
s conditions in territories differ significantly from those in the rest of the country.
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Protests and large-scale uprisings
drove some of the year’s most
significant developments, as
governments engaged in digital

repression to thwart communication

about acts of dissent.

November 2024, authorities detained individuals who spoke
out in support of the protests online and employed Cellebrite
technology to search the phones of journalists and activists.

Bangladesh received the year’s largest score improvement
after a student-led uprising culminated in the ouster of
longtime Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina and her repressive
Awami League (AL) government in August 2024. In July of
that year, the AL government restricted access to mobile
internet service for 11 days and blocked a host of social media
platforms, even as protesters endured brutal state violence.
Conditions improved somewhat after Hasina fled the country.
While perceived supporters of the AL faced a concerning

@%Uaéﬁéﬁ@b&z%P@B@ﬁﬂipﬁﬁmﬁﬁtél@&ﬁ@ﬁ%rfg'm%@idead ly collapse of a train station canopy in November 2024. The government

detained people who supported the protests online, causing Serbia’s internet freedom status to change from Free to Partly Free. (Photo credit:

Mirko Kuzmanovic)
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pattern of retaliation, an interim government carried out
some small-scale reforms, and the general opening of
democratic space presented a rare opportunity for the
advancement of internet freedom.

Authoritarians impose
deeper censorship

Some of the world’s most repressive governments expanded
their technical censorship efforts during the coverage period.
These measures were often accompanied by the arrest and
intimidation of online activists, as well as legal provisions that
undermined people’s online privacy.

Censorship intensified in China and Myanmar, which remained
the world’s worst environments for internet freedom.
Chinese authorities continued to develop the country’s
censorship infrastructure, with research from the coverage

period finding that provincial-level authorities were vigorously
blocking online content—sometimes at a scale 10 times that
of the national-level system known as the Great Firewall.
Leaked documents confirmed that a Chinese company had
exported the technology that supports the Great Firewall to
facilitate government censorship in other countries, including
Myanmar, where the military regime has worked to crush
dissent since a 2021 coup. Myanmar authorities also enacted
a cybersecurity law in January 2025 that restricted the
operation of anticensorship tools in the country and codified
the regime’s de facto censorship practices.

Authorities in Russia ramped up efforts to further isolate

Russians from the global internet throughout the coverage
period. In the summer of 2024, the government blocked

the end-to-end encrypted messaging application Signal and
began throttling YouTube, one of the few major social media
platforms that had remained unblocked since Moscow’s
full-scale invasion of Ukraine in 2022. Later in the year,

the government restricted access to websites employing
Cloudflare services with the Encrypted Client Hello protocol,
which helps safeguard user privacy by concealing information
about users’ browsing activity. In May 2025, the government
began sporadically shutting down access to mobile internet
service across the country, citing concerns about attacks
from Ukraine.

In Nicaragua, the authoritarian regime of President Daniel
Ortega revoked the .ni domain registrations of independent
news websites, the first technical censorship recorded in

GLOBAL INTERNET
USER STATS

Over 5.5 bi"ion people

have access to the internet.

According to Freedom House
estimates:

81 % live in countries where

individuals were arrested
or imprisoned for posting content on
political, social, or religious issues.

70% live in countries where

individuals were attacked
or killed for their online activities.

70% live in countries where

authorities deployed
progovernment commentators to
manipulate online discussions.

69% live in countries where

political, social, or
religious content was blocked online.

61 % live in countries where

access to social media
platforms was temporarily or
permanently restricted.

5 2% live in countries where

authorities disconnected
internet or mobile networks, often
for political reasons.
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a multiyear crackdown on press freedom. The country’s
internet freedom status was downgraded from Partly
Free to Not Free as the government forced online media
outlets to cease operations. Moreover, amendments to
the cybercrime law that were adopted in September 2024
increased criminal penalties for spreading information
that the government deems to be false and empowered
authorities to obtain user data from telecommunications
firms without a court order.

Pressure in democracies

In a concerning sign, half of the 18 countries with an internet
freedom status of Free suffered score declines during the
coverage period, while only three received improvements.
People in Georgia experienced the most significant decline
among these countries, followed by Germany and the United
States.

In Georgia, which tied for the second-largest decline in
Freedom on the Net 2025, the ruling Georgian Dream party
continued its campaign against civil society after a new law
on “transparency of foreign influence”—which compelled
civil society organizations and online media outlets that
receive foreign funding to register with the government—
took effect in August 2024. Ahead of the October 2024
elections, law enforcement agencies conducted raids on two
Atlantic Council researchers who had studied online
influence operations in Georgia. In February 2025, Georgia’s
parliament passed amendments to the Law on Assemblies
and Demonstrations that introduced criminal penalties of up
to 45 days in prison for insulting public officials. The
amendments were then used to charge people who criticized
the government online after the coverage period.

The German government, led by the Christian Democratic
Union (CDU) and Christian Social Union (CSU) coalition since
the February 2025 elections, has pursued criminal
prosecutions against people who made memes about
politicians, invoking laws against insult and hate speech. Self-
censorship also increased because of intimidation by far-right
actors against journalists, professional and legal reprisals
against people who criticized the Israeli government online,
and concerns about rising antisemitic and anti-Muslim hate
speech as well as a reported increase in offline violence and
threats against both Jews and Muslims. Meanwhile, hackers
with ties to the Russian state launched cyberattacks against the
CDU ahead of European Parliament elections in June 2024.

The United States retained its overall

status of Free, though growing
restrictions on civic space drove a
significant decline.

While the United States retained its overall status of Free,
growing restrictions on civic space drove the decline in

its score. The administration of President Donald Trump
detained several foreign nationals for one to two months
after revoking their visas over nonviolent online expression,
as part of a larger program to arrest and deport noncitizens.
The Federal Communications Commission and the Federal
Trade Commission threatened or carried out politicized
investigations into civil society organizations and media

and technology companies, often focusing on their content
moderation, editorial decision-making, or forms of speech
that are protected by the US Constitution’s First Amendment.
More broadly, the administration’s actions have chilled the
atmosphere for digital activism.

Modest improvements

Some gains in internet freedom were recorded in countries
that ranked Partly Free or Not Free in Freedom on the

Net, primarily because their governments imposed less
severe restrictions than in the previous coverage period.
Ethiopia and Kazakhstan received score improvements
after authorities imposed less extensive internet shutdowns
than in the previous year and made progress in diversifying

their domestic telecommunications sectors. Angola and
Zimbabwe experienced marginal gains as government-
linked efforts to manipulate online information appeared
less common during the coverage period. Around the
world, meanwhile, countries continued to expand overall
access to the internet. The spread of internet services and
increased affordability brought improvements in Morocco,
the Philippines, and Uzbekistan. Although such incremental
changes are welcome, the governments in question have
track records of digital repression and still lack legal and
institutional safeguards that would protect free expression
and privacy over the long term.

freedomhouse.org
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Fifteen Years of Evolution

in Internet Controls

he internet has transformed how authorities assert
Tcontrol over information in every political environment,
from the world’s most repressive autocracies to robust
electoral democracies. Over the past 15 years of Freedom on
the Net research, antidemocratic leaders have employed a
dizzying array of increasingly sophisticated legal and technical
measures to influence and dominate the online landscape,
particularly in response to challenges to their rule. Meanwhile,
social media platforms that host user-generated content
have come to define people’s experience on the internet, and
campaigns to manipulate the material on these platforms
have become more pervasive and refined. Manipulation
campaigns often serve as a means for authorities to shape
narratives on the internet without relying on more overt
censorship or repression.

Authoritarians refine digital
restrictions

Over the past decade and a half, authoritarian regimes have
deployed increasingly advanced and widespread measures
to control online information in an effort to stay in power.
In response to mass protests, political activism, or other
challenges to their rule, authoritarian leaders worked to
dominate digital environments that were comparatively
open when Freedom on the Net analysis began in 2011.
From technical censorship to draconian criminal penalties
for online dissent, their combined repressive measures
drove the sharpest long-term declines in internet freedom
among the 72 countries covered by the report. Conditions

In response to mass protests, political
activism, or other challenges to their
rule, authoritarian leaders worked to
dominate digital environments.

in some of these authoritarian states now approach those in
China, where the Chinese Communist Party has long set the
standard for digital authoritarianism, and in Iran, where the
regime has sought to establish a similar level of censorship
and isolation.

In Russia, which underwent the steepest 15-year decline in
internet freedom, President Vladimir Putin has attempted
to carve out a sanitized domestic internet while crushing
dissent. In the aftermath of widespread antigovernment
protests between 2011 and 2013 and the 2014 invasion

of Ukraine, Russian authorities laid the groundwork for

a “sovereign internet,” a technical and legal project to
disconnect Russia from the global network. Early restrictions
on the internet were not always effective, leaving space

for opposition figures, like Aleksey Navalny and his Anti-
Corruption Foundation, to organize and advocate online.
Even in 2018, the Kremlin was technically unable to follow
through on its declared blocking of Telegram. However, new
censorship technology developed under the 2019 Sovereign
Internet Law and subsequent legislation, which forced
popular platforms to comply with Russian law, granted
Putin greater practical control over the online space. By
the beginning of Moscow’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine in
2022, the new censorship model was demonstrably more
effective, as the regime blocked access to international
social media platforms, independent news outlets, and
human rights organizations.

Since Egyptian President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi came to power in
a 2013 coup, his government has also developed increasingly
complex technical controls aimed at silencing his opponents.
During the country’s 2011 revolution, then-President Hosni
Mubarak infamously ordered a shutdown of the internet for
five days and deployed security forces against protesters.
President Sisi’s government has since carried out widespread
arrests of dissidents and developed a more targeted censorship
and surveillance apparatus, rarely imposing wholesale
shutdowns. In 2017, the government deployed deep packet
inspection technology to block websites, restricting access

8 @freedomhouse
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Venezuelan authorities have imposed harsher digital controls
in the face of widespread discontent over the country’s
interlocking economic and political crises. When Maduro
assumed power in 2013, censorship of the conventional media
had not yet extended to the internet, enabling a diverse
online environment. The regime soon introduced censorship
measures, including internet shutdowns and blocking of
independent media sites, as a means of curtailing dissent.
Some of the worst declines in the country’s internet freedom
have coincided with its elections, which were rigged to ensure
victory for Maduro and his allies. Venezuelans have responded
by protesting in the streets and on digital platforms,
triggering brutal state violence, as in the aftermath of the July
2024 balloting described above.

Pakistani authorities have imposed more stringent digital
censorship measures to maintain the military establishment’s
grip on power and its influence over the country’s elections
and civilian governments. The government secured passage of
an expansive censorship law in 2016 that gave state agencies
greater authority to silence dissent and activism, and installed
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A Pakistani police officer monitors social media in 2017. Over the 15 years of Freedom on the Net analysis, Pakistani authorities have expanded their
legal and technical capacity to carry out censorship and surveillance. (Photo credit: Asad Zaidi/Bloomberg via Getty Images)

a website-blocking system to translate that legal authority into
technical control. In the decade that followed, the government
repeatedly extended the remit of the 2016 law to wider swathes
of online speech, particularly social media discussions, and
bolstered its own technical capacity for censorship. During the
coverage period, Pakistani authorities criminalized the sharing
of what they deemed to be false information and deployed
Chinese website-blocking technology as part of a barrage of
censorship measures aimed at curtailing the reach of former
Prime Minister Imran Khan and supporters of his Pakistan
Tehreek-e-Insaf party, who alleged that the military had
engineered his removal from power in 2022.

Blunt censorship measures and arrests for online speech
have been integral to authoritarians’ efforts to dominate
the information space. But these regimes have also turned
to more subtle measures, such as the covert manipulation
of online discussions to promote favorable narratives. That
tactic has become increasingly common across the global
internet, influencing autocracies and democracies alike over
the past 15 years.

Information manipulation reshapes
the internet

State-backed manipulation efforts have drastically altered
the information available online in many countries and on
the internet as a whole. Over 15 years of Freedom on the
Net monitoring, the indicator that evaluates whether online
sources of information are manipulated by the government
or other powerful actors has declined more than any other
of the 21 indicators tracked by the project. Its deterioration
has been driven primarily by campaigns that sought

to manipulate online information in the government’s
favor through paid social media commenters, networks

of automated accounts, or other means, and by efforts

to compel online media outlets to align their reporting
with the government’s interests. While many of these
campaigns are orchestrated by domestic political actors,
they obfuscate their origin and misrepresent content as
authentic and organic. Their cumulative effect has been to
undermine public access to reliable information and prompt
the passage of poorly crafted anti-misinformation laws that
harm freedom of expression.
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been removed. And even as global social media platforms
enhanced their efforts to identify and remove state-backed
manipulation operations, the perpetrators were adopting new
tactics and migrating to other platforms.

The rise of private chat-based platforms and increasing
adoption of end-to-end encrypted messaging have made
manipulation campaigns more difficult to detect and
counter. Brazilian researchers uncovered a sophisticated
network that was manipulating online narratives on behalf
of former President Jair Bolsonaro, in part by laundering
assertions from Bolsonaro and his allies through influencers
and media outlets across WhatsApp, Telegram, YouTube,
and other platforms, so that they passed as authentic
expressions of support. The reach of this network enabled
the Bolsonaro camp to shape online discussion in his favor
during moments of political crisis, such as the aftermath of
the January 2023 riots in Brasilia.

Al innovation has facilitated the automation of influence
operations, lowering their cost and increasing their
efficiency. Ahead of the December 2024 presidential
election in Ghana, a network of automated “bot” accounts
spread messages written with the Al service ChatGPT

on several social media platforms, with the aim of
promoting the incumbent New Patriotic Party, according
to disclosures by OpenAl, the developer of ChatGPT.
When tensions between India and Pakistan escalated in
the aftermath of a terrorist attack in Kashmir in April 2025,
government-linked influencers and commenters in both
countries posted waves of inflammatory and escalatory
Al-generated content, drowning out reliable sources of
news and information.

Content manipulation campaigns increasingly use technical
tricks to masquerade as trusted sources, particularly by
mimicking the names, mastheads, and formats of established

People in the Philippines cast their votes in May 2025 elections. Particularly during election periods, progovernment influencers paid through
an opaque network of public relations firms have been integral to shaping public opinion in the Philippines. (Photo credit: Ryan Eduard Benaid/
NurPhoto via Getty Images)
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The German government, led by the Christian Democratic
Union (CDU) and Christian Social Union (CSU) coalition since
the February 2025 elections, has pursued criminal
prosecutions against people who made memes about
politicians, invoking laws against insult and hate speech. Self-
censorship also increased because of intimidation by far-right
actors against journalists, professional and legal reprisals
against people who criticized the Israeli government online,
and concerns about rising antisemitic and anti-Muslim hate
speech as well as a reported increase in offline violence and
threats against both Jews and Muslims. Meanwhile, hackers
with ties to the Russian state launched cyberattacks against the
CDU ahead of European Parliament elections in June 2024.

Content manipulation campaigns

increasingly use technical tricks

to masquerade as trusted sources,
particularly by mimicking established

news websites.

Some government efforts to address content manipulation
have been counterproductive, ultimately damaging
freedom of expression. For example, while certain laws
compelled platforms to adjust their algorithms and increase
transparency, others criminalized the spread of false
information writ large. The latter measures have served as
a pretext for illiberal and authoritarian regimes to unjustly
penalize their critics. In Ethiopia, authorities have invoked
the Hate Speech and Disinformation Prevention and
Suppression Proclamation of 2020 to investigate and detain
independent journalists in retaliation for their reporting.
Kyrgyzstani officials have abused the country’s 2021 Law

on Protection from False Information to seek the removal
of online reporting that is unfavorable to the government,
such as opposition politicians’ allegations that they were
tortured in detention. Concurrently, governments from
across the democratic spectrum have sought to delegitimize
and undermine researchers and fact-checkers who seek to
counter information manipulation, forcing many of them to
abandon their work.
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On the Horizon for

Human Rights Online

Conditions for internet freedom over the next decade

will be shaped in part by the ways in which governments
incentivize and regulate new technologies. Three emerging
developments—government-backed Al projects, the rise

of satellite-based internet connectivity, and mandatory
age-verification systems—will influence the near future of
human rights online. But the basic challenges presented

by all new technologies have remained the same over the
past 15 years: how to protect rights while governing online
spaces, and how to encourage innovation while establishing
safeguards to prevent societal harms. The universal principles
of human rights are still the best tools for navigating these
straits. Freedom of expression, access to information, and
privacy should guide both regulation and innovation in the
years to come.

The universal principles of human
rights are still the best tools for
navigating the challenges presented by
new technologies.

14

Al sovereignty fuels
digital repression

Governments around the world are pursuing ambitious
agendas for Al development, and the systems developed

or deployed by repressive governments could amplify
existing threats to freedom of expression and privacy. As

Al companies establish partnerships with governments
ranging from democracies to autocracies, they will
inevitably face pressure to infringe on human rights, just as
telecommunications companies and social media platforms
have over the past 15 years. Particularly in the world’s
authoritarian states, investment in Al may be misused

to enable censorship and surveillance and accelerate
governments’ efforts to isolate their populations from the
global internet.

Al tools are increasingly embedded in people’s daily

lives, the global economy, and government systems.

Many governments’ investments in Al are motivated by
understandable economic and national security aims.
Policymakers worldwide have declared their pursuit of

“Al sovereignty,” the idea that governments should retain
significant control over Al systems, data, and cloud computing
infrastructure, in part by keeping them within their borders
or sponsoring the development of their own domestic
foundational and large language models (LLMs). Despite
the “sovereign” moniker and some leaders’ stated concerns
about US or Chinese dominance in the Al industry, many

of these efforts rely on equipment or services from US- or
China-based companies, which are contracted to supply
cloud computing power, semiconductors, and other forms
of support.

In authoritarian countries, sovereign Al initiatives could
compound existing threats to free expression. Models
developed under government oversight may incorporate
censorship of certain content, like criticism of the authorities,
or reinforce the marginalization of minority groups. Indeed,
previous Freedom House research found that Al governance
frameworks in China and Vietnam required generative Al
chatbots to toe the Communist Party line on sensitive topics.
Vietnam has seen a glut of Al investment in 2025, which a
Politburo member characterized as a means of affirming the
country’s “historical sovereignty . .. in the digital realm.” In
Thailand, where criticism of the monarchy is heavily censored,
the National Science and Technology Development Agency
rolled out Pathumma LLM, a model trained to “understand
Thai context and culture,” in early 2025. While developing

Al systems that reflect local culture is sensible, there is a

clear risk that these initiatives will conflate local culture with
state censorship.
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Particularly in the world’s

authoritarian states, investment in Al
may be misused to enable censorship

and surveillance and accelerate

governments’ efforts to isolate their
populations from the global internet.

sovereignty.” In June 2025, the Russian and Belarusian
governments launched a plan to develop Al built on
“fundamental and traditional values,” reflecting the same
justifications that these regimes invoke when restricting
access to the global internet. Russian authorities have
blocked a wide array of social media platforms and messaging
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Promises

Government investments in Al may
help cultivate models that account
for the world’s linguistic and
cultural nuances and better meet
the needs of local communities.

Government investments can
ensure that the development of
Al systems generates economic
benefits outside the richest and
most developed countries.
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Policymakers have linked sovereign
Al investments to legitimate
national security priorities, such

as the need to process and protect
particularly sensitive data.
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applications, urging users to adopt government-approved
alternatives. Ahead of Belarus’s sham January 2025 election,
the government ordered the blocking of all websites hosted
outside of the country. Iran’s vice president for science
announced a national Al platform in March 2025, framing it as
part of a “war of chips and algorithms,” and a senior scientist
working on the project noted that the platform was designed
to function even if Iran were to be completely disconnected
from the global internet.

As democracies invest in sovereign Al capabilities in the
name of economic opportunity and national security, a key
test will be whether policymakers work with the private
sector and civil society to establish governance frameworks
that protect free expression and privacy. In July 2024, the
Brazilian government announced a $4 billion investment

plan for sovereign Al that would reflect the country’s values;
some $1 billion of the funding was allocated to state-owned
technology firms. Brazilian civil society organizations have
urged policymakers to embed fundamental rights safeguards
as they develop the country’s rules for Al governance. Indian
academics and organizations have also called on authorities
to put rights-respecting governance measures in place as the
government moves forward with Al projects, such as research
into open-source LLMs that can operate amid the country’s
linguistic complexity, which was announced in January 202s.
Al governance measures with human rights safeguards will
better position sovereign Al development to fuel innovation
tailored to local needs.

Government investment in Al development reflects an
understandable desire to ensure that this new wave of
technology serves local interests and generates economic
benefits outside the richest and most developed countries.
But leaders and citizens around the world should not allow
these systems to be designed or used to limit freedom of
expression or violate privacy; policymakers should work
alongside civil society experts to establish human rights
safeguards within Al governance frameworks. The firms
that provide Al infrastructure and cloud services should
conduct human rights due diligence studies, particularly for
projects that could impede freedom of expression or expand
surveillance capabilities.

Internet freedom from
low-earth orbit

A growing sector of satellite-based internet service providers
is creating a dramatic shift in how people access the global
network, prompting confrontations with governments that
seek to control online information. Innovation in the field
has lowered the cost of satellite launches, enabling a new
model in which providers operate a constellation of many
satellites in low-earth orbit that offer wider reach and better
connection quality. These advances have brought service to
areas that had yet to be reached by fiber-optic or terrestrial
mobile infrastructure, or where existing access had been
disrupted. However, providers are already facing pressure
from authorities to carry out censorship or surveillance or
to limit where services are delivered.

As the satellite internet industry expands, service providers
are connecting rural communities and people in areas
affected by war or natural disasters. Market leader Starlink,
a subsidiary of US-based SpaceX, reported six million
subscribers across 42 countries in July 2025, four years after
it began offering services. Other major providers include
Eutelsat OneWeb, a unit of a French firm, and Project
Kuiper, owned by the US technology giant Amazon, which
launched over 100 satellites in 2025. In Nigeria and Kenya,
satellite providers are expanding into rural districts with
little access to fixed-line or mobile broadband services,
particularly as Starlink has offered low-cost connections. In
Myanmar, Starlink terminals have enabled aid organizations
and prodemocracy resistance groups to stay connected
amid the devastating civil war, though the military regime’s
forces have begun seizing terminals in response.

Because they are relatively new to the market, satellite-
based internet service providers have not yet widely
implemented the censorship and surveillance mechanisms
required by many governments, particularly those in
countries ranked Not Free in Freedom on the Net. As a
result, some authorities have sought to ban them. The
Cuban government banned the entry of unregistered
satellite-linked devices into the country, seizing many in
March 2025. In June 2025, after the coverage period, the
Iranian parliament voted to ban Starlink altogether.
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CDU ahead of European Parliament elections in June 2024.

India reported that Starlink had agreed to store local users’
data within the country in compliance with Indian law; the
government had launched a probe into the unlawful use of
the satellite service in January.

Internet connectivity in areas affected by armed conflict

has been constrained by government pressure or by the

risk calculations of service providers. As the two sides in
Sudan’s civil war destroyed the country’s telecommunications
infrastructure and imposed local service shutdowns,
Sudanese people and aid groups turned to Starlink for
emergency access to the internet. In April 2024, the
company notified Sudanese users that it would limit services
in the country due to regulatory constraints. Civil society
organizations raised concerns about the impact of further
connectivity restrictions on local humanitarian efforts, and
Starlink ultimately appeared to remain accessible throughout
the coverage period. Starlink has reportedly faced similar

freedomhouse.org

17


http://freedomhouse.org

An Uncertain Future
for the Global Internet

FREEDOM ON
THE NET

dilemmas in Russian-occupied Ukrainian territories and Israeli-
occupied Palestinian territories, which are not covered by
Freedom on the Net.

As the satellite internet market continues to grow,
providers should prepare for further government pressure
to carry out censorship and hand over user data. They
should use all the resources at their disposal to reject or
evade any disproportionate government demands that
would violate users’ rights to free expression or privacy.
These companies would also benefit from well-established
mechanisms for multistakeholder collaboration on
telecommunications services and human rights, like the
Global Network Initiative, which can offer guidance on how
to navigate state pressure.

The end of online anonymity

An increasing number of the world’s governments are
placing constraints on online anonymity. Some are limiting
access to services that keep communications private. Others
have mandated the use of identity verification technology
as a condition for access to certain online spaces, including
the most popular social media platforms. Online anonymity
has long been a bulwark for free expression and access to
information, empowering people to share their views online
without fear of government retaliation, especially in closed
societies where they could be unjustly persecuted for their
political expression, their faith or nonbelief, or their identity.
The restrictions on anonymity pose a direct threat to online
privacy, free expression, and access to information, and
could further carve up the global internet based on varying
domestic rules for participation.

Though not without challenges, online
anonymity has long been a bulwark

for free expression and access to
information, empowering people to
share their views online without fear
of government retaliation, especially in
closed societies.

During this report’s coverage period, governments from
across the democratic spectrum placed limits on tools

that make online privacy possible. Throughout the summer
of 2024, repressive governments in Myanmar, Russia, and
Venezuela blocked the encrypted messaging platform Signal,
which allows its users to share and access information free
from surveillance. The United Kingdom’s government has
sought to compel Apple to erode its end-to-end encryption
standards, reportedly issuing demands to access encrypted
data stored by Apple users in January 2025 and again in
September 2025, after the coverage period. In February, the
company limited UK-based users’ access to its Advanced
Data Protection feature, which allows individuals to encrypt
certain forms of iCloud data. People in 17 of the 72 countries
covered by Freedom on the Net experienced blocks on
end-to-end encrypted communications platforms between
January 2020 and March 2025, according to recent Freedom
House research published in partnership with the European
University Institute.

Laws requiring identity verification to post online content
present another avenue for undermining anonymity, and they
have occasionally been enacted by authoritarian governments
to curtail dissent. In Vietnam, a December 2024 law required
users of social media platforms to authenticate their accounts
with their government-issued identification documents or their
Vietnamese mobile phone numbers, which are themselves
subject to real-name registration. Real-name registration has
been required to access internet services in China since at least
2012, and during the coverage period regulators experimented
with a system that would centralize age-verification services for
social media platforms through a government-controlled digital
identity system. Belarusians posting content to local websites
have been required to register their identities since 2019. These
rules present a serious risk of harm, as people in all three
countries—and many others—routinely face arrest and heavy
criminal penalties for dissent expressed online.

Similar requirements in democracies are ushering in a new
paradigm for access to information and online communication,
as policymakers impose age-verification laws in the name of
online safety and child protection. These laws may oblige users
seeking certain content to upload a government identification
card or submit to “age assurance” technology that employs
facial analysis to estimate a person’s age. In November 2024,
the Australian government passed a law that would ban
children under 16 from accessing social media platforms,
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In countries that lack strong privacy
protections and the rule of law,
both age- and identity-verification
mandates could facilitate online
surveillance.

Age-verification laws come with
significant compliance burdens,
and some smaller companies have
simply blocked access to their
services in jurisdictions that
impose such requirements.

Companies that carry out age
verification or provide third-party tools
for that purpose make tempting targets
for cyberattacks, which could result
in the theft and exploitation of people’s
identity documents and biometric data.

health. In the United States, a Mississippi state law that entered
into force in August 2025, after the coverage period, required
platforms to deploy age-verification systems to prevent
children from creating accounts without parental consent.
Several small platforms, like the social media application
Bluesky and the blogging service Dreamwidth, have blocked
access in Mississippi because of the compliance burden.

Other measures focus on pornography and sexual content.

In the United States, a June 2025 Supreme Court decision
affirmed that Texas could require age-verification features for
“sexually explicit material,” finding that the state’s law “only
incidentally burdens the protected speech of adults.” At least
24 US states had passed age-verification laws focused on such
content by the end of the coverage period.

While protecting children online is an important and
legitimate policy aim, measures that compel platforms to
verify people’s identities introduce a range of new risks. In
countries with weak rule of law and widespread government
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surveillance, age-verification laws are ripe for abuse. Even
in countries with strong privacy laws in place, cybersecurity
breaches at companies that carry out age verification

or provide third-party tools could result in the leak of
people’s identity documents or biometric data. The danger
is more than hypothetical. In the 16 years since the launch
and widespread adoption of India’s Aadhaar biometric
identification system, breaches of third-party databases
have resulted in leaks of hundreds of millions of Aadhaar
numbers, fueling a black market for perpetrators of fraud
and cybercrime. These companies are also a target for
state-backed hackers. In August 2025, it was reported that
a yearslong operation—dubbed Salt Typhoon—to infiltrate
US telecommunications infrastructure had enabled a group
of Chinese government-linked hackers to exfiltrate data
pertaining to hundreds of millions of Americans.

Other measures are more effective at bridging child
protection and fundamental rights. These include tailored
regulation to require stronger default privacy settings for

By embedding safeguards for

free expression and privacy into
new technologies at the earliest
stage of development, democratic
societies can ensure that they
will fuel improvements for global
internet freedom.

children on platforms that allow minors to create accounts,
more stringent data protection standards for young people,
and adequate resources for investigations into online child
abuse. Platforms that allow children to create accounts

also have an obligation to ensure that their services offer
strong privacy and security safeguards by design. Meanwhile,
promising efforts to develop privacy-preserving and rights-
respecting methods for age verification are underway, and
technologists, innovation-minded governments, and civil
society groups should work together to encourage support
and adoption.

Acting now for a freer future

Fifteen years of Freedom on the Net analysis has shown that
innovation presents both opportunities for and challenges to
human rights online. Social media platforms, initially heralded
as drivers of political and economic liberation, have been
exploited by autocratic regimes and other unscrupulous
political forces to spew propaganda, censor protected
expression, and surveil dissidents. The next wave of new
technologies will transform how people exercise their rights
in digital spaces.

Al is already becoming integrated into our daily lives,
satellite internet service is expanding connectivity and
competing with incumbent providers, and identity
verification technology is reshaping access to online
content and communities. By embedding safeguards for
free expression and privacy into these systems at the
earliest possible stage of development, democratic societies
can ensure that they will fuel improvements for global
internet freedom rather than contributing to another
period of decline.

This report has been updated to correct the number of
Free countries that saw score improvements over the
coverage period. The correct figure is three countries, not
two.
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among these countries, followed by EaysXFIINSDESER RIGHTS: Details legal protections and restrictions on free
States. expression; surveillance and privacy; and legal and extralegal repercussions for online
activities, such as prosecution, extralegal harassment and physical attacks, or cyberattacks.
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to 45 days in prison for insulting public officials. The
amendments were then used to charge people who criticized
the government online after the coverage period.
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Policy Recommendations

Policymakers, the tech industry, and civil society should work together
to address the global decline in internet freedom.

Over the 15 consecutive years of internet freedom’s decline, Freedom House and other members of the digital rights
community have offered clear, practical recommendations for protecting freedom online and reversing this trajectory. However,
implementation has lagged behind rhetoric and the velocity of change in digital infrastructure and tools. As democracies cut
foreign assistance budgets and private companies retreat from rights-respecting approaches, the global balance of digital power
may tip further toward those who see the internet as a tool of control rather than of freedom. The urgency to act has never
been greater. Protecting human rights online and rebuilding a free, open, and secure internet will require sustained commitment,
resources, collaboration, and imagination from governments, the private sector, and civil society.

Civil society actors are indispensable partners in defending human rights online and countering authoritarian digital repression.
To ensure that civil society can continue to build tools that advance rights, provide essential analysis, and conduct critical
advocacy and programming, democratic governments and companies must strengthen—not reduce—their financial and political
support. There is no time to waste: with coordinated action, it is still possible to reclaim the internet as a space for freedom,
accountability, and human dignity.

15 Consecutive Years of Decline: Addressing Key Drivers of Digital Repression

Freedom on the Net research over the past 15 years has illustrated how the major drivers of digital repression are consistently
related to restrictions on free expression, the manipulation of the online environment, and restrictions on privacy
and disproportionate government surveillance. The following recommendations outline how governments and companies
can and should address these perennial challenges. Many of these recommendations will look familiar—because they are. The
fundamentals of protecting human rights online have not changed, and sustained implementation of these principles remains
essential to reversing and preventing global declines in internet freedom.

1. COUNTERING RESTRICTIONS ON FREEDOM OF EXPRESSION

Freedom of expression online has been and is increasingly under attack as governments shut off internet connectivity, block
social media platforms, and restrict access to websites that host political, social, and religious speech. Protecting freedom of
expression will require strong legal and regulatory safeguards for digital communications.

Governments

Governments should maintain access to internet services, digital platforms, and anticensorship technology, particularly during
elections, protests, and periods of unrest or conflict. Imposing outright or arbitrary bans on social media and messaging platforms
unduly restricts free expression. Governments should address any legitimate risks posed by these platforms through existing
democratic mechanisms, such as regulatory action, security audits, parliamentary scrutiny, and legislation passed in consultation
with civil society. Other methods to address legitimate security problems include strengthening legal requirements for platform
transparency, data privacy, cybersecurity, and responsibility for mandatory human rights due diligence and risk assessments. Any
legal restrictions for online content should adhere to international human rights standards of legality, necessity, and proportionality,
and include robust oversight, transparency, and consultation with civil society and the private sector.

Legal frameworks addressing online content should uphold internationally recognized human rights and establish special
obligations for companies that are tailored to their size and services, incentivize platforms to improve their own standards, and
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\c')vll*?“D‘E?a%%%'?@Hqceyn&a%ir%?gc‘nlﬁﬁh Sranspare gy Vvhen pfgﬁgg with a choice between a ban of their services and complying with
Eﬁms%élléi&%r%ea%zggg&a%e& 8RﬁH<|edrPEicr11§ %%ﬁ%ﬁ%igHggal cases that challenge government overreach, in consultation or
PELERRS %B%i‘é’# I?ucr%iljnsgot%e%gister with the government—

took effect in August 2024. Ahead of the October 2024

S COUNTERINE MANIBLUIATION OF THE ONLINE ENVIRONMENT

influen rations in rgia.In February 202 rgia’s. . ) . .
%g%o St ggrgsesque%ggs%Efalseﬁ%ﬁ%ﬁld%r? ,Sar%e%lé?]élary content are especially grave during election periods,
arliament passed amendments to the Law on Assemblies .

Bn&ersconr?gffﬁe need to protéct access to Peliable m?ormatlon. Efforts to address the problem should start well before

and Demonstrations that introduced criminal penalties of u .
Campaigning begins and cOntinue ong e TSt Vote s Cast. Great care should be given to ensure that efforts to address

Fr?féﬁnqui%lnnrﬁzralr%%brz%()lnsglst(l)ngrﬁ)gr?cllgeo'cfﬁec Iglrsdtgé%or] of free speech
amendments were then used to charge people who criticized

the government online after the coverage period.
Governments

EBeLPRMRAISMEUITBARE IRSRYAIVA SIBIETLRSLREPHIRSE to fostering a high-quality, diverse, and trustworthy information space.
Yhéon| ERWeang £elisisHANrFeRRRHBIORIEL ) COMHIqEEHIFRS best practices for safeguarding the information ecosystem, to which
Ber ety 2Ra6I6laaHens e etrpRel iéddelaration lays out recommendations for how to support an information ecosystem
EHaseipepEsaaaNSh PRARIIMIUPRER SBAS Pe Wecure, prosperous and democratic societies;” enables the production of
pelttiFaRs tnMebE vaREAiNsbiasHbrRASE eRESRo&&I-populations that are often targeted for online harassment and threats.
censorship also increased because of intimidation by far-right

REles aARIn T MRl PrafRssAtesphieBRlt R idlscribed above—such as those that boost transparency, provide platform
ageines ReaRle véieidtelzed assliasligavrereaprERliBR—are pivotal to countering threats to a reliable information ecosystem.
el epIeRiinSs 2o disiss 30PpRIRItisRs kA eHimdAte dia and empower ordinary people with the tools they need to identify
FReedranvieham inRsrtestibarease ) pAliparwielemeta@nthedia environments. They should proactively and directly engage with
theratoRRRINSE REER JeviaRehusinaseteha MRBerhagkerand build trust. Governments should support the work of independent
Wi dinsié6y thegBHEsRIbFRER RUHINAGLE e rat G REAIFRSrEECivic education initiatives, and digital literacy training, as well as
EHIdaheadfet By cpRana isReNEledéansdRady R @R2dore broadly.
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Companies

The private sector has a responsibility to ensure that its products contribute to, and do not undermine, a diverse and reliable
information space and the protection of freedom of expression. Companies should invest in staff tasked with work related to public
policy, access to reliable information, trust and safety, and human rights, including teams of regional and country specialists. These
teams should collaborate closely with civil society groups around the world to understand the local impact of their companies’
products and policies. Without such expertise, the private sector is ill-equipped to address harassment, abuse, and false and misleading
information that can have serious offline consequences. Social media firms should also develop mechanisms for and expand
researchers’ access to platform data, allowing for independent analysis of harassment, influence operations, and other trends online.

PROTECTING DIGITAL RIGHTS IN THE FUTURE

Even as the main drivers of repression remain unchanged, new forces are beginning to redefine the contours

of digital freedom: government-backed Al development, the growth of satellite internet, and the
proliferation of age-verification mandates. Freedom House and its partners are monitoring these
developments, as their governance and implementation could profoundly affect the future of human rights online.

Government-backed Al development: As governments deploy Al services and develop their own systems,

they should conduct human rights impact assessments to ensure that their products do not curtail freedom of
expression and other fundamental rights. This includes identifying key human rights risks, empowering impacted
communities to comment on potential human rights impacts, developing and implementing mitigation plans, and
evaluating the success or shortcomings of those plans. In addition, governments should limit data collection for Al
systems to strictly what is needed to provide a necessary service. It is also important that governments transparently
communicate with stakeholders about how they are addressing actual and potential human rights impacts. Similarly,
when the private sector partners with governments to develop Al systems for public services, they should conduct
human rights due diligence. Localization and customization should never be prioritized over human rights principles.

The growth of satellite internet: Satellite internet providers should use all resources at their disposal to reject or
contest disproportionate government demands that contravene international human rights standards or lack a valid
judicial warrant. The Global Network Initiative, as a multistakeholder forum dedicated to government and company
policies and practices relating to technology and human rights, offers guidance around navigating and mitigating
these pressures.

The proliferation of age-verification mandates: Governments should avoid mandating that platforms
implement age-verification or age-assurance systems, which often harm privacy and security. If such measures are
put in place, they should embed data-minimization requirements, limit the provision of data to third parties and
government agencies, and require the strongest possible cybersecurity measures. Governments should create
stronger privacy protections for children, such as by requiring platforms that allow children to create accounts to
make them private by default, and to alter algorithmic recommendation systems to limit children’s exposure to
harmful content. They should also provide greater resources for investigations into online child abuse. Platforms
that allow children to create accounts have an obligation to ensure that their services offer controls to ensure strong
privacy and security safeguards, and should consult widely with civil society about how to protect children without
infringing on their rights.
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comipaykes sitackd comtiow @ tesddvelkpeftethive ouettrgtds to watermark Al-generated content, which entails the use of a
mrertogripted sigretatees Wi ldowbgrsited-ndhet Bartiyion, watermarking could be useful when combined with other labeling

Bf ¢d-ge Nyt tae ereedih éqgdwelivichead tfemcetess) lasevalbdiacoordination with civil society, academia, and technical experts on
mdilstsytstapdsedsferationsmdotiegvire prevetarce ofspecific content. When assessing how to appropriately enhance content
pire\ayireTcej mentpartiest sve échdopsiele ip Septg mibler fooyiman rights defenders and other vulnerable users.

increased criminal penalties for spreading information

fsamidre government agemasescsbelfats ergagemitbwechdology firms, companies should tailor their engagement based on an
astessrtery tof ebitatharsdredaca iro opeetted ndependenslysand without political interference, in consultation with in-country civil
Siomistyitforupaniesishoultbspecifically adopt processes to ensure that engagement does not undermine free expression, access
to information, due process, and other fundamental rights. For example, formal and informal demands for content removal

should be thoroughly documented and evaluated for human rights impact.
Pressure in democracies

In a concerning sign, half of the 18 countries with an internet
3. COUNFERING.RESTRICTIONS ON PRIVACY AND
COVQBPSGPROPGRWONNTEOGWERNMENT SURVEILLANCE

People in Georgia experienced the most significant decline

aowngehessive dattigs; dedlceadrby Gerimanyrad hchstipipedicies on data protection are essential for upholding privacy and
Gtatesating disproportionate government surveillance, but they require careful crafting to ensure that they do not contribute to
internet fragmentation—the siloing of the global internet into nation-based segments—and cannot be used by governments to
Un@eargine phictyieddathee fecdaddige stateiding in

Freedom on the Net 2025, the ruling Georgian Dream party

@zﬂ}%Fﬁiﬁ@B?; against civil society after a new law

on “transparency of foreign influence”—which compelled

agmﬁﬁé%ﬁﬁ@%%@%%é%é%ﬁﬂéﬁ?'EW%L@ privacy regimes that comprehensively safeguard user information, while
Mﬁ)@mmgg}a;aﬁ@ifﬁlgx%qggggw%r&{@g&%mm&dictions with similar levels of protection. Individuals should be given
g@@ﬁr@ﬁ@g@ﬁh@j@@gﬁq@ﬁigﬂémlgﬁ% Herdght tR3gcess it, delete it, and easily transfer it to providers of their choosing. Laws
gl{&tﬂgrqgf:iél\g%g;@prgléﬁi]lér;hgggﬂy'regﬁ(gow%@a/ag%gqgﬂ%{ges can use personal data for Al development and in their Al systems,
ngingelgreirhevcierRRMRRAANGREudied online

influence operations in Georgia. In February 2025, Georgia’s

W@ﬁm%m@ﬂ%m%@ﬁ%’ﬁﬁ%ﬁ regéifigieand oversight mechanisms have the ability, resources, and expertise to
gﬁg@@%ﬁ%@&%@@ﬁ@qﬁ&ggmﬁhﬁgm@@mﬁé@im HBdated privacy, nondiscrimination, and consumer-protection laws.

to 45 days in prison for insulting public officials. The

%@{MWQ@|Hﬁ@ﬁqJ@é@gr@w@@ﬁg@ﬂgwéqmgc@égmamonaI Principles on the Application of Human Rights to
h@fg@g@ﬁgglﬁ@g@fd upon by a broad consortium of civil society groups, industry leaders, and

scholars and Iaunched at the UN Human Rights Council in Geneva in September 2013 by the Electronic Frontier Foundation.

The G@Hﬁ%’é@%ﬁh\éﬁ?%@Bp%hé@h‘r‘i@ﬂﬁi?@é%c%ﬂ@'”ance must be legal, necessary, and proportionate, should also be
@pp(ljﬁq(gg@j—gﬁy@hﬁggalp]i(%@gqigﬁwﬂqwgw%&gh%l@g{@é, targeted surveillance tools like commercial spyware and extraction
§Q£tp@5ﬁ!§@)dzga§@1%@%{8;%}“&%”&?@6@@&“% such as social media monitoring.

prosecutions against people who made memes about

mealniég laws against insult and hate speech. Self-

Eensorshlp also |r|1(<j:reasedtbecause((j)ftmtlmldann far-ri Et duct . ity soft d uphold oth bust
ompanies should mainstream end-to-e ion intheir products, support anonymity software, and uphold other robus
aCtOI% agalnstjourn alists, proimssmnal amq(? aFrt\éB Sals P PP ymity P
securlty pro ocals, includin tﬁ/ otlé/m victims of suTvelllance abuses and resisting government requests to provide special

Ecryption e S bt Fore hggoﬁernmeﬁ'to lable legal channels to chall blemati ts from stat

ryption access. Digita orms shoilld use all available legal channels to challenge problematic requests from state encies,

dBncers sbou ri%m Brtreemitic ané"anm Mslm hate o gep d &
whet er the jare ofﬁoal or,informal, esgﬁ;i:lal When the% relate to the accounts of human rights defenders, civil society
speec asw asareported |ncrease|n ine violence an

CtIVIStS ourn ISt rot er In
Arrear gt boty N

reats a ews and |ms C1\)(eanw ile, hackers

with ties to the Ru55|an state Iaunched cyberattacks against the

Egmp?]meé E minimize the collection o I;\:)ﬁrsonal information, such as health, biometric, and location data, and limit how
of European Parliament elections in June 2024.

third parties can access and use it. Companies should also clearly explain to people who use their services what data are being

collected and for what purpose

freedomhouse.org

31


https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-net/2022/countering-authoritarian-overhaul-internet
https://www.eff.org/files/necessaryandproportionatefinal.pdf
https://www.eff.org/files/necessaryandproportionatefinal.pdf
http://freedomhouse.org

32

FREEDOM ON An Uncertain Future
THE NET for the Global Internet

What We Measure

The Freedom on the Net index measures each country’s level of internet freedom based on a set of methodology questions. The
methodology is developed in consultation with international experts to capture the vast array of issues relevant to human rights
online (see “Checklist of Questions™).

Freedom on the Net’s core values are grounded in international human rights standards, particularly Article 19 of the Universal
Declaration of Human Rights. The project focuses on the free flow of information; the protection of free expression, access
to information, and privacy rights; and freedom from both legal and extralegal repercussions arising from online activities. The
project also evaluates the extent to which a rights-enabling online environment is fostered in a given country.

The index acknowledges that certain rights may be legitimately restricted. The standards for such restrictions within the
methodology and scoring are aligned with international human rights principles of necessity and proportionality, the rule of
law, and other democratic safeguards. Censorship and surveillance policies and procedures should be transparent, minimal, and
include avenues for appeal that are accessible to those affected, among other protections.

The project rates the real-world rights and freedoms enjoyed by individuals within each country. While
internet freedom may be primarily affected by state behavior, actions by nonstate actors, including technology companies,
are also considered. Thus, the index ratings generally reflect the interplay of a variety of actors, both governmental and
nongovernmental. Over the years, Freedom on the Net has been continuously adapted to capture technological advances,
shifting tactics of repression, and emerging threats to internet freedom.

THE RESEARCH AND SCORING PROCESS

The methodology includes 21 questions and nearly 100 subquestions, divided into three categories:

A. Obstacles to Access details infrastructural, economic, and political barriers to access; government decisions to shut off
connectivity or block specific applications or technologies; legal, regulatory, and ownership control over internet service
providers; and the independence of regulatory bodies.

B. Limits on Content analyzes legal regulations on content; technical filtering and blocking of websites; other forms of
censorship and self-censorship; the vibrancy and diversity of online information space; and the use of digital tools for civic
mobilization.

C. Violations of User Rights tackles legal protections and restrictions on free expression; surveillance and privacy; and legal
and extralegal repercussions for online speech and activities, such as imprisonment, cyberattacks, or extralegal harassment
and physical violence.

Each question is scored on a varying range of points. The subquestions guide researchers regarding factors they should consider
while evaluating and assigning points, though not all will be relevant to every country. Under each question, a higher number of
points is allotted for a freer situation, while a lower number of points is allotted for a less free environment. Points add up to
produce a score for each of the categories, and a country’s total points for all three categories represent its final score (0-100).
Based on the score, Freedom House assigns the following internet freedom statuses:
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a multiyear crackdown on press freedom. The country’s
inter.r1et§rce§'deosrr1135a_t7t.|g \év?_srggwngraded from Partly
Freeto lgggﬁggeaas_t‘m g(ygm@ﬁ%gorced online media
outlgts tg LSAsE ga_eéa;iwg,t Meygover, amendments to

the cybercrime law that were adopted in September 2024
increased criminal penalties for spreading information
that the government deems to be false and empowered

Erepdemddeyssmdarted 2dnedifisd rerech Rigdictiangpocess for Freedom on the Net 2025 because of budget constraints.
AARE MATRBEISCAIEegdobust research to analyze developments in the 72 countries covered by the report. Staff also

reviewed each country’s scores based on established coding guidelines, through careful consideration of events, laws, and
practices relevant to each indicator, and consulted independent experts to assess the comparative reliability and integrity

P ressurdom dhemoéeacies Following the scoring process, Freedom House staff produced summaries of key

%eé/ecl8ﬁ(r:ne?mﬁ in. %‘f*Féf?%@%@(e%%dc%%%‘E‘rFe%”v%Hﬁea WAEQHHQFPe”de”t experts on the summaries for a subset of countries. Staff
Fpgga%%ssggtrﬁuoqgge%dgd%pgld%%%lirteag\e/%mqneasly&lijsr%ré epery country to identify the year’s most important global findings and
S@V%rrggg E:)ree;%i& while only three received improvements.

People in Georgia experienced the most significant decline

lannPorﬁéiH%Jés%dégalq%igge?gl?@\?v'e_'ooH)S/eGSetﬂﬁéﬂyig%%%L—?%fﬁi?@oe researcher or organization to serve as the author for a

g,&gtré%rrative report on each country, training them to assess internet freedom developments according to the project’s
comprehensive research methodology. These authors submitted draft scores and country reports and attended a ratings review

[nestin fQWRFc%%%H%F {ﬁgigencgrydripagéggtrgggﬁhngis“ participants reviewed, critiqued, and adjusted the draft scores based
gpetéI},eO%;’;tépli%I}eﬂ&o% %Wé’?'dﬁﬁé égtoelr %)mrlggiﬁ]g&g%yregional and country consultations, Freedom House staff edited all
ESHHH&’J&R@%&%&@W ggmstdcﬁlvfiir}%&%\ffeg*t%frzglr%v?fﬁ%vto ensure their comparative reliability and integrity.

on “transparency of foreign influence”—which compelled

Erapdoms. %notr/?g% Netssares were inverted in the 2018 edition to align with the scoring system for Freedom in the World,

FLeeRRTOHSRTa R 1B reBRte PR RR G SR ARA Lyl liberties.
took effect in August 2024. Ahead of the October 2024
elections, law enforcement agencies conducted raids on two

Gheeklist of Questions

parliament passed amendments to the Law Off Assemblies

and Demonstrations that introduced criminal penalties of up

(B.ggfpmwyﬂgiye after the coverage period.

.

The Egrlnqg%agg\r/g%%réanlt!ﬂg}fl@t{gg%Bﬁ%gﬁ e%%?rsagfé the internet or the speed and quality of internet connections?

Unio(f?(_&ﬁ%%% Christian Social Union (CSU) coalition since

the Febrlaryndividelalsiones e pasdietighrapred internet services at their home, place of work, libraries, schools, and other
prosecuti6RsI8gaRssWEHaIs N ohige/beess about

politriarB9BS MY kRakrisstirs (ipshiingaispebiakls@fectricity) or catastrophic damage to infrastructure (caused by events
censorsHipdkasinaiesal dlisasiase of pimsdariilistsalimghesidents’ ability to access the internet?

actors against journalists, professional and legal reprisal . .
2. Isa cestho the infgr et prgm |ntc|ive ex| ensﬁve or beyond the reach of certain segments of the population for
ine

against people who critigized the [sraeli government on
& rfpﬁ%ltv:a?, soc?a , or otﬁer r%sons? gol_—g o;cnts)
slim'hate

and %gngerns about rising antisemitic and anti-M
speeth 2P N8 erRsERIRE=ueh SFiNgh RBEos aternet services, excessive taxes imposed on such services, or state
threats ag}ﬂﬂ'b?LB%TBPUé?%%%aq{ﬁe@mm?ﬂn@gmﬁq@l@ag@@et access prohibitively expensive for large segments of the population?
Withfies%ecﬁgﬁﬁséigﬂi&%%@‘ia‘ﬂﬂﬁé{@&‘E%é'?ai&‘é%ﬂg%{gaﬁg‘?'i%ion and access based on geographical area, or for certain ethnic,
CDU ahell B GEEB BT TBER2NE RS Sglevant groups?

e Do pricing practices by service providers and digital platforms contribute to a digital divide in terms of what types of
content individuals with different financial means can access?
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3. Does the government exercise technical or legal control over internet infrastructure for the purposes of
restricting connectivity? (o-6 points)

Does the government (or the de-facto government in a given area) restrict, or compel service providers to restrict,
internet connectivity by slowing or shutting down internet connections during specific events (such as protests or
elections), either locally or nationally?

Does the government centralize internet infrastructure in a manner that could facilitate restrictions on connectivity?
Does the government block, or compel service providers to block, social media platforms and communication apps
that serve in practice as major conduits for online information?

Does the government block, or compel service providers to block, certain protocols, ports, and functionalities within
such platforms and apps (e.g., Voice-over-Internet-Protocol or VolP, video streaming, multimedia messaging, Secure
Sockets Layer or SSL), either permanently or during specific events?

Do restrictions on connectivity disproportionately affect marginalized communities, such as inhabitants of certain
regions or those belonging to different ethnic, religious, gender, LGBT+, migrant, diaspora, and other relevant groups?

4. Are there legal, regulatory, or economic obstacles that restrict the diversity of service providers? (0-6 points)

Is there a legal or de facto monopoly on the provision of fixed-line, mobile, and public internet access?

Does the state place extensive legal, regulatory, or economic requirements on the establishment or operation of
service providers?

Do operational requirements, such as retaining customer data or preventing access to certain content, place an
onerous financial burden on service providers?

5. Do national regulatory bodies that oversee service providers, digital platforms, and the internet more broadly
fail to operate in a free, fair, and independent manner? (0-4 points)

Are there explicit legal guarantees that protect the independence and autonomy of regulatory bodies overseeing the
internet (exclusively or as part of a broader mandate) from political or commercial interference?

Is the process for appointing members of regulatory bodies transparent and representative of different stakeholders’
legitimate interests?

Are decisions taken by regulatory bodies relating to the internet fair and to take meaningful notice of comments
from stakeholders in society?

Are decisions taken by regulatory bodies apolitical and independent from changes in government?

Do decisions taken by regulatory bodies protect internet freedom, including by ensuring service providers, digital
platforms, and other content hosts behave fairly?

B. LIMITS ON CONTENT
(0-35 POINTS)

1. Does the state block or filter, or compel service providers to block or filter, internet content, particularly
material that is protected by international human rights standards? (o-6 points)

Does the state use, or compel service providers to use, technical means to restrict freedom of opinion and
expression, for example by blocking or filtering websites and online content featuring journalism, discussion of human
rights, educational materials, or political, social, cultural, religious, and artistic expression?

Does the state use, or compel service providers to use, technical means to block or filter access to websites that may
be socially or legally problematic (e.g., those related to gambling, pornography, copyright violations, illegal drugs)

in lieu of more effective remedies, or in a manner that inflicts collateral damage on content and activities that are
protected under international human rights standards?

Does the state block or order the blocking of entire social media platforms, communication apps, blog-

hosting platforms, discussion forums, and other web domains for the purpose of censoring the content that

appears on them?
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a muitiyéatreae bdowkingrop tess!$ reed emabled mdivittugls to bypass censorship, such as virtual private networks (VPNs)?
intermet Peesitm statepresutennipradepefrsarvRaglgroviders to procure, advanced technology to automate censorship or
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IMOPB HRGIRIHEOn e ek P GeaRd digitditBs iteidack transparency, proportionality to the stated aims, or an
Statfidependent appeals process? (0-4 points)

e Are ﬁqhe e nectﬂpnal laws, |nd§[l)endent overs%ht bodies, and other democratically accountable procedures in place
In Georgia, whic t|(T1 cz{ the second- ar%,est decline ] ) ) ) )
o0 ensure that decisions to restrict access to certain content abide by international human rights standards and are
Freedom on the Net 025 the ruling Georgian Dream party
; prgcport|ona to he|rtstateT alm.t ft |
continued its campajgn against civil society after a new law . . )
) eg rﬂtPc |§w r bmgl ﬁ Xecmons re ualre publishers, digital platforms, ISPs, content hosts, generative

o Spec S Ingléega
on “transparency.of foreign influence”—which compelled ,. . . . . ) .
PRI |ge%ce systeems, and o%her MRFrSediaries to restrict access to online material, particularly that which is

civil socigRopIEANLEEHo8: A ains meliA-artsshibatandards?
recejve fRreighdunding F@&?%t&gH‘fgﬁtm?&%’grﬁ‘g&'ﬁe_authorities, ISPs, content hosts, digital platforms, and other
took eff?ﬁfé?rﬁé’&éﬁ@so—z‘ﬂrﬁ%‘iﬁqéﬁttgsch‘Et\%S‘E 28fftent is blocked, deleted, or otherwise limited, including to the public and
election%il@gg@y@gﬁ@nﬁﬁﬁgg@g@é&@nducted raids on two
Atlargic aeeingiksersrtrbissiha rdstediedrpingrly defined, openly available for individuals to view, and implemented in a
influence gpeiseERNS i GeAIEiEE HMiRRFERNMRSRAeBeOrgia’s
parlismepbpasierdiariendipsatsdattie lavubjedsgmbliensorship have access to efficient and timely avenues of appeal with
and Dembesitatenespahsibrefocedserinting prnatdeseitypr with independent oversight bodies, including mechanisms set up
to 45 daysyinhersandor imsldstngpublic officials. The
amendments were then used to charge people who criticized
the g&é?m% rﬁ:@m@gg@r%gmj&ary people practice self-censorship online? (0-4 points)
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Do government officials or other powerful actors pressure or coerce online news outlets, journalists, or other online
commentators to follow a particular editorial direction in their reporting and commentary?

Do authorities issue official guidelines or directives on coverage to online media outlets, including instructions to
downplay or amplify certain comments or topics?

Do government officials or other actors bribe or use close economic ties with online journalists, commentators, or
website owners in order to influence the content they produce or host?

Do campaigns coordinated by foreign or domestic actors to spread false or misleading information for political
purposes have a significant impact on public debate?

6. Are there economic, regulatory, or other constraints that negatively affect individuals’ ability to publish
content online? (0-3 points)

Are favorable informal connections with government officials or other powerful actors necessary for online media
outlets, content hosts, or digital platforms (e.g., search engines, email applications, blog-hosting platforms) to be
economically viable?

Does the state limit the ability of online media or other content hosts to accept advertising or investment,
particularly from foreign sources, or does it discourage advertisers from conducting business with disfavored online
media or other content hosts?

Do onerous taxes, regulations, or licensing fees present an obstacle to participation in, establishment of, or
management of digital platforms, news outlets, blogs, or social media groups/channels?

Do ISPs manage network traffic and bandwidth availability in a manner that is transparent, is evenly applied, and does
not discriminate against users or producers of content based on the nature or source of the content itself (i.e., do
they respect “net neutrality” with regard to content)?

7. Does the online information landscape lack diversity and reliability? (o4 points)

Are people able to access a range of local, regional, and international news sources that convey independent,
balanced views in the main languages spoken in the country?

Do online media outlets, social media pages, blogs, and websites represent diverse interests, experiences, and
languages within society, for example by providing content produced by different ethnic, religious, gender, LGBT+,
migrant, diaspora, and other relevant groups?

Does a lack of competition among digital platforms, content hosts, and other intermediaries undermine the diversity
of information to which people have access?

Does the presence of false or misleading content undermine users’ ability to access independent, credible, and
diverse sources of information?

Does false or misleading content online significantly contribute to offline harms, such as harassment, property
destruction, physical violence, or death?

If there is extensive censorship, do users employ VPNs and other circumvention tools to access a broader array of
information sources?

8. Do conditions impede individuals’ ability to form communities, mobilize, and campaign online, particularly on
political and social issues? (0-6 points)

Can people freely participate in civic life online and join online communities based around their political, social, or
cultural identities without fear of retribution or harm?

Do civil society organizations, activists, and communities organize online on political, social, cultural, and economic
issues, including during electoral campaigns and nonviolent protests, and without fear of retribution or harm?

Do state or other actors limit access to online tools and websites (e.g., social media platforms, messaging groups,
petition websites) for the purpose of restricting free assembly and association online?

Does the state use legal or other means (e.g. criminal provisions, detentions, surveillance) to restrict free assembly
and association online?
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e Are there legal guidelines and independent oversight on the collection, retention, and inspection of surveillance data
by state security and law enforcement agencies, and if so, do those guidelines adhere to international human rights
standards regarding transparency, necessity, and proportionality?

e Do state authorities monitor publicly available information posted online (including on websites, blogs, social media,
and other digital platforms), particularly for the purpose of deterring activities protected under international human
rights standards such as independent journalism, community building and organizing, and political, social, cultural,
religious, and artistic expression?

e Do authorities have the technical capacity to regularly monitor or intercept the content of private communications,
such as email and other private messages, including through spyware and extraction technology?

e Do state actors use artificial intelligence and other advanced technology for the purposes of online surveillance,
without appropriate oversight?

e Do state actors manually search people’s electronic devices, including while in detention, for the purposes of
ascertaining their online activities or their personal data, without appropriate oversight?

e Do government surveillance measures target or disproportionately affect dissidents, human rights defenders,
journalists, or certain ethnic, religious, gender, LGBT+, migrant, diaspora, and other relevant groups?

6. Does monitoring and collection of user data by service providers and other technology companies infringe on
individuals’ right to privacy? (0-6 points)

e Do specific laws or binding legal decisions enshrine the rights of individuals over personal data, including biometric
information, that is generated, collected, or processed by public or private entities?

e Do regulatory bodies, such as a data protection agency, effectively protect people’s privacy, including through
investigating companies’ mismanagement of data and enforcing relevant laws or legal decisions?

e Canthe government obtain user information from companies (e.g., service providers, providers of public access,
internet cafés, digital platforms, email providers, device manufacturers, data brokers) without a legal process,
including by purchasing it?

e Are these companies required to collect and retain data about their users?

e Are these companies required to store users’ data on servers located in the country, particularly data related to
online activities and expression that are protected under international human rights standards (i.e., are there “data
localization” requirements)?

e Do these companies monitor individuals and supply information about their digital activities to the government or
other powerful actors (either through technical interception, data sharing, or other means)?

e Does the state attempt to impose similar requirements on these companies through less formal methods, such
as codes of conduct, threats of censorship, legal liability for company employees, or other economic or political
consequences?

e Are government requests for user data from these companies transparent, and do companies have a realistic avenue
for appeal, for example via independent courts?

7. Are individuals subject to extralegal intimidation or physical violence by state authorities or any other actor in
relation to their online activities? (05 points)

e Areindividuals subject to physical violence—such as murder, assault, torture, sexual violence, or enforced
disappearance—in relation to their online activities, including membership in certain online communities?

e Areindividuals subject to other intimidation and harassment—such as verbal threats, travel restrictions,
nonconsensual sharing of intimate images, doxing, or property destruction or confiscation—in relation to their
online activities?

e Areindividuals subject to online intimidation and harassment specifically because they belong to a certain ethnic,
religious, gender, LGBT+, migrant, diaspora, or other relevant group?

e Have online journalists, commentators, or others fled the country, gone into hiding, or undertaken other drastic
actions to avoid such consequences?

e Have the online activities of dissidents, journalists, bloggers, human rights defenders, or other individuals based
outside the country led to repercussions for their family members or associates based in the country (i.e.,
coercion-by-proxy)?
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Pressure in democracies
In a concerning sign, half of the 18 countries with an internet
freedom status of Free suffered score declines during the
coverage period, while only three received improvements.
People in Georgia experienced the most significant decline
among these countries, followed by Germany and the United
States.

In Georgia, which tied for the second-largest decline in
Freedom on the Net 2025, the ruling Georgian Dream party
continued its campaign against civil society after a new law
on “transparency of foreign influence”—which compelled
civil society organizations and online media outlets that
receive foreign funding to register with the government—
took effect in August 2024. Ahead of the October 2024
elections, law enforcement agencies conducted raids on two
Atlantic Council researchers who had studied online
influence operations in Georgia. In February 2025, Georgia’s
parliament passed amendments to the Law on Assemblies
and Demonstrations that introduced criminal penalties of up
to 45 days in prison for insulting public officials. The
amendments were then used to charge people who criticized
the government online after the coverage period.

The German government, led by the Christian Democratic
Union (CDU) and Christian Social Union (CSU) coalition since
the February 2025 elections, has pursued criminal
prosecutions against people who made memes about
politicians, invoking laws against insult and hate speech. Self-
censorship also increased because of intimidation by far-right
actors against journalists, professional and legal reprisals
against people who criticized the Israeli government online,
and concerns about rising antisemitic and anti-Muslim hate
speech as well as a reported increase in offline violence and
threats against both Jews and Muslims. Meanwhile, hackers
with ties to the Russian state launched cyberattacks against the
CDU ahead of European Parliament elections in June 2024.
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