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Collaboration and Resistance:
Tracking Transnational Repression in 2025

By Yana Gorokhovskaia and Grady Vaughan

Last year, governments all over the world assassinated, assaulted, kidnapped, threatened, and harassed critics beyond their
borders. Freedom House recorded 126 new incidents of physical, direct transnational repression during the year, bringing the
total number of cases in our database, which spans 2014 to 2025, to 1,375.

Autocrats collaborating in Southeast Asia and in East Africa were responsible for the majority of incidents recorded during the
year. Thailand cooperated with both Chinese and Vietnamese authorities to detain and return members of minority groups. The
deportation of 40 Uyghur men to China in February cemented China’s status as the world’s leading perpetrator of transnational
repression. In East Africa, Kenyan, Ugandan, and Tanzanian authorities helped each other track, detain, and return activists in an
effort to impede civic mobilization ahead of and during elections.

The group of perpetrator governments expanded. Six new states—Afghanistan, Benin, Georgia, Kenya, Tanzania, and
Zimbabwe—were identified as using tactics of transnational repression. As of 2025, at least 54 governments, or over a quarter of
all countries in the world, have tried to silence dissidents abroad.

With 49 incidents, detention was the most ubiquitous tactic of transnational repression documented last year. It was followed
closely, with 48 incidents, by unlawful deportation. In at least 11 cases of detention or unlawful deportation, perpetrator
governments were able to use Interpol notices against exiled dissidents, suggesting that the organization’s reforms have not yet
addressed avenues for abuse available to member governments.

Although incidents of transnational repression continue to happen, awareness of this threat has grown substantially among
democratic governments and at multilateral forums. Many governments have increased public outreach to vulnerable
communities and directed their security agencies to provide warnings and protective measures. Still, not all exiled dissidents
have found effective protection after relocating abroad, and governments continue to enable transnational repression through
flaws in their migration systems, returning exiled activists and dissidents to their home countries in spite of the danger.

Suggested citation: Yana Gorokhovskaia and Grady Vaughan, Collaboration and Resistance: Tracking Transnational Repression in 2025
(Washington, DC: Freedom House, April 2026).
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Top 10 Origin States

The governments of these countries are responsible for over 70 percent of all incidents of direct, physical transnational repression around the world recorded by Freedom House since 2014.
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Freedom
House Uganda (40 incidents) and Rwanda (29 incidents) also stand out as top perpetrators in Sub-Saharan Africa.

AUTHORITARIAN COLLABORATION

Collaboration among authoritarian governments fueled transnational repression in Southeast Asia and East Africa in 2025. Over
half of the incidents recorded last year—69 of 126—occurred in these two regions.? In Asia, the collaboration was driven by
geopolitical pressure and economic incentives from Beijing. In Africa, meanwhile, collaboration stemmed from a mutual desire
to suppress mobilization by activists during especially tense political moments, like the lead-up to elections.

The government of Thailand, which has a history of enabling neighboring governments to harass and harm exiled dissidents
within its territory, forcibly returned 40 Uyghur men to China in February3 The men, who had spent over a decade in
immigration detention with limited access to lawyers or
medical care, were once part of a larger group of Uyghurs
seeking to escape China’s crackdown in Xinjiang by making

Cross—border 1nt1m1dat10n and their way through Southeast Asia to Turkey.* They were
authoritarian Collaboration s deported by the Thai government despite a hunger strike

dan erous because it limits they mounted, offers from third countries to resettle them,
g and requests made by UN Refugee Agency officials to visit

opportunities for civic solidarity and thems
can prop up embattled incumbents.

According to Thailand’s deputy foreign affairs minister,
the repatriation helped Thailand avoid “retaliation from
China.”¢ In addition to fearing backlash from Beijing, Thai
authorities may have considered economic interests when facilitating this act of transnational repression; in the months
following the deportation, China pledged to inject money into the country’s agricultural, vehicle manufacturing, and data
industries.” Beijing is also expanding investments into and financial support of Thailand’s struggling economy and directing
tourism flows to Thailand.

Explore more at https://ffreedomhouse.org/report/transnational-repression #TransnationalRepression
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Thailand also aided Vietnamese officials in their efforts to reach members of religious and ethnic minorities from Vietnam
who had escaped abroad. After immigration sweeps by Thai authorities caught religious leaders and human rights activists
from Hmong and Montagnard communities,? Vietnamese police officials were allowed to access the detainees in Thai
immigration facilities and pressure them to return home.® The two countries have also been negotiating an extradition treaty
for the last two years, and in May signed a comprehensive agreement to combat crime and exchange convicted individuals.®
In November, the Thai government deported Montagnard Indigenous activist Y Quynh Bdap to Vietnam. Bdap cofounded
Montagnards Stand for Justice, an organization working to protect religious and cultural rights. He faces politically motivated
charges of terrorism in Vietnam."

The Mekong region has become increasingly unsafe for exiled dissidents. Impunity and a lack of accountability for past
disappearances and murders of exiled figures have opened the door to more acts of violence. A Thai national murdered a
Cambodian ex-legislator in Thailand in January 2025.” Although Cambodian authorities extradited the Thai suspect, who had
fled to Cambodia, back to Thailand for trial, Thai authorities are still seeking two Cambodian suspects, one of whom has ties to
former Cambodian Prime Minister Hun Sen.”

Governments in East Africa also increasingly worked together to target activists across borders. In May, Kenyan Foreign Affairs
Minister Musalia Mudavadi admitted that domestic law enforcement had assisted Ugandan agents in the November 2024
rendition of Ugandan opposition figure Kizza Besigye, whose party was preparing for the 2026 Ugandan elections. Besigye had
been in Kenya to attend a book launch of a local activist when he disappeared. Initially the Kenyan government had denied
helping with his abduction, but eventually admitted its role. Officials defended the joint operation by pointing to Nairobi’s
“national interest” and the trade relationship between the two countries." Besigye is currently on trial facing allegations of
treason in Uganda.
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Protesters gathered in front of the Thai embassy in Washington after 40 Uyghurs were deported from Thailand to China, Feb. 27, 2025. (Photo
by RFA Uyghur)
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The Tanzanian government joined the ranks of perpetrators of transnational repression in 2025. In January, armed men
briefly abducted Maria Sarungi Tsehai, a critic of Tanzanian President Samia Suluhu Hassan, in Nairobi. They assaulted her
and tried to access her phone.> Tsehai is a whistleblower and freedom of expression activist who fled Tanzania in 2020 due
to threats against her. Her political movement, Change Tanzania, accused Tanzanian security agents in the cross-border
attack. In October, President Hassan was re-elected following a deeply flawed contest marked by widespread violence against
peaceful protesters.

In July, Mwabili Mwagodi, an outspoken participant in the 2024 Gen Z protests in Kenya, briefly disappeared in Dar es Salaam,
Tanzania, shortly after criticizing Kenyan security forces online.” This came only two months after Tanzanian authorities
assaulted and then deported several Kenyan and Ugandan activists and former government officials who had arrived in Tanzania
to monitor the trial of opposition leader Tundu Lissu.”

Developments in 2025 made it clear that Kenyan, Tanzanian, and Ugandan law enforcement and intelligence agencies are
increasingly coordinating to silence dissent. This kind of cross-border intimidation and authoritarian collaboration is dangerous
because it limits opportunities for civic solidarity and can prop up embattled incumbents.

INTERPOL ABUSE

Perpetrator governments continued to weaponize Interpol to bolster their transnational repression efforts in 2025.

Despite suggestions in some media coverage that it is a global policing force with the power of arrest, Interpol is in fact an
organization that facilitates law enforcement cooperation across borders through information sharing® But this information-
sharing function is routinely abused by some of its 196 member countries for the purpose of transnational repression.

In 2025, Freedom House recorded 11 incidents that were linked to Interpol. Governments including Egypt, Kuwait, and
Turkmenistan contravened the organization’s own constitution by manipulating the law enforcement network to pursue
regime opponents abroad on political grounds.

Although Interpol has enacted piecemeal reforms over the last decade with the aim of addressing abuse, its oversight bodies
remain underfunded and understaffed. The organization’s Notices and Diffusion Task Force, which reviews incoming Red
Notices and Diffusions for wanted individuals, has a staff of only 45 people tasked with analyzing an average of over 10,000
Red Notices annually. This lack of capacity means that spurious notices continue to slip through. In March, Kenyan law
enforcement detained Sudanese opposition politician Yassir Arman at the Nairobi airport based on a Red Notice requested
by Sudan. A day later, authorities recognized the political
nature of this Red Notice and released Arman, who was
visiting Nairobi to discuss the Sudanese civil war with

Interpol is not a global police force
but the information sharing among

2 - A core vulnerability of Interpol continues to be its default
law enforcement that It facﬂltates has acceptance of the validity of accusations made by member
been Weaponized for the purpose of states. According to the organization’s Rules on the
transnational repreSSiOH. Processing of Data, submissions by members are generally

international diplomats.?

assumed to be reasonable by the organization’s oversight
bodies. This benefit of the doubt is afforded even to
governments with questionable human rights records.”
Despite the suspension of due process guarantees and the persecution of human rights defenders in El Salvador, Interpol
confirmed that it had issued Red Notices in May 2025 against two Spain-based Salvadoran lawyers, Ivania Cruz and Rudy
Joya.”? UN experts recognized this as an act of transnational repression and in “direct connection with their [the lawyers’]
legitimate human rights work.”» Although Interpol eventually revoked the Red Notices on the grounds that they were
politically motivated, Cruz and Joya faced extradition proceedings in Spain before ultimately receiving asylum in 2026.2

Explore more at https://ffreedomhouse.org/report/transnational-repression #TransnationalRepression
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The addition of extra vetting also does not seem to stop Interpol abuse. A recent media investigation made possible by leaked
internal documents revealed that even after Interpol introduced new checks on Russia’s ability to submit requests following
the full-scale invasion of Ukraine, 9o percent of requests made by the Kremlin were approved. When targeted individuals
complained, about half of their requests to remove notices were approved, suggesting that many of the Kremlin’s efforts to
pursue people via Interpol were indeed politically motivated and should not have been allowed through the system.*

Interpol’s lack of transparency about its processes creates other problems as well. Because officials have shared summaries

of only a very small number of cases reviewed by Interpol’s appellate body, the Commission for the Control of Interpol Files
(CCF),® observers lack information about how the organization interprets its constitution when reviewing cases. Most Red
Notices and updates related to existing notices are also not public, creating further risks. Aya Niyazova, a Turkmen activist who
was previously detained in 2022 in Croatia due to a Red Notice, was apprehended in September 2025 by Polish border patrol
agents due to the same Red Notice, which had apparently never been deleted by the CCF.*” In February 2026, Niyazova reported
that Interpol finally invalidated her Red Notice.”®

DEMOCRACIES TAKE ACTION TO COUNTER TRANSNATIONAL REPRESSION,
BUT GAPS REMAIN

Host countries where exiled dissidents and activists have taken refuge are working together to create responses to the threat
posed by transnational repression and warning targeted individuals about security concerns. But protection remains unevenly
available in Europe and elsewhere, while changes to migration enforcement policies in the United States are exposing exiled
individuals to the threat of transnational repression.

In 2025, the Group of Seven (G7), the European
Parliament (EP), and the Office of the United Nations Protection for dissidents and

High C issi forH Rights (OHCHR blished . . .
8 commissioner for fluran fights (OHCHE) publishe exiles remains unevenly available

statements, resolutions, and briefs that furthered efforts
to define, track, and address transnational repression. In in Europe and elsewhere deSpite

h i L ’ ional
June, the G7 issued a Leaders’ Statement on transnationa recent government efforts to counter

repression that recognized this authoritarian practice as a . .
threat to human rights and national security, and laid out transnatlonal repreSSIOH.
commitments to improve monitoring and detection as well

as devote resources to enhance the resilience of those

who may be targeted online and offline.® In November,

the EP’s Subcommittee on Human Rights adopted a resolution on transnational repression against human rights defenders
that urged the European Union (EU) to coordinate among its member nations on data collection, mainstream the issue in

EU agreements, and apply sanctions for acts of transnational repression that violate European conventions.3® A month after
the adoption of this resolution, the EP held a joint event with the OHCHR that brought together a large group of civil society
actors now working on transnational repression across Europe. The meeting resulted in a plan to include transnational
repression in the work of an existing Community of Practice on the state of human rights defenders in Europe. Earlier in the
year, the OHCHR published a Civic Space Brief on Transnational Repression, which was the first of its kind devoted exclusively
to this issue.?* These commitments focus on gathering information, integrating transnational repression into existing policies
and institutional frameworks, and urging governments to pursue accountability. Though nonbinding, they demonstrate a
growing understanding of transnational repression as a threat to the exercise of fundamental rights as well as sovereignty.

In addition to the multilateral efforts, several host governments, including Australia, France, and the United Kingdom, launched
websites to provide individuals and communities that may be targeted with information about their rights and how to report
threats. These public initiatives signal government concern about the issue but need to be accompanied by other measures,
including in-person outreach to diaspora communities, training for police, and funding for diaspora groups to create mitigation
strategies, if they are to form part of a comprehensive effort to enhance resiliency against transnational repression.
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Tanzanian activist Maria Sarungi Tsehai speaks at a press conference in Nairobi following her brief abduction in January 2025. (Photo by Eva-
Maria Krafczyk/dpa/Alamy Live News)

Police and security services in Europe and elsewhere are also warning exiled dissidents and activists of imminent threats to their
safety. French police and the French General Directorate for Internal Security helped the founder of a Russian nongovernmental
organization that publicizes human rights violations in Russian prisons to evade a possible assassination plot in October by
moving him around to different safehouses until they could arrest suspects.3* According to Darya Safai, an Iranian-Belgian
lawmaker, the Belgian police warned her of a possible kidnapping threat against her after she advocated for placing the Islamic
Revolutionary Guard Corps on the European Terror List.® A Nicaraguan journalist in Costa Rica was also advised by intelligence
officials that his life was in danger and that he needed to take safety precautions such as moving houses and avoiding public
spaces® These warnings, especially when they are part of a larger criminal investigation that results in arrests and trials, are an
important way for host governments to protect people. However, police protection tends to be afforded to only a very small
number of targeted individuals. For everyone else who may suspect that their safety is at risk, maintaining high levels of security
is both time-consuming and expensive.

Gaps in protections remain. In the United Kingdom, which has devoted significant attention to transnational repression in the
form of police training, a parliamentary inquiry, and even a task force, attacks on prominent dissidents still took place in 202s5.
Pakistani dissidents allege that at the end of the year there was a concerted effort to assault and intimidate exiled supporters of
the imprisoned former Prime Minister Imran Khan. In December, one former advisor to Khan was assaulted in front of his house
and men tried to force their way into the house of another3” Separately, Roshaan Khattak, a Pakistani human rights defender
who is a postgraduate student at Cambridge University, has struggled to get university officials and the police to help him deal
with threats he has received in reaction to his research on enforced disappearances in Balochistan and his advocacy on behalf
of his cousin, Idris Khattak, a political prisoner in Pakistan3® The plight of these activists suggests that even when authorities
commit to addressing transnational repression at the highest levels of government, security vulnerabilities persist.

Explore more at https://ffreedomhouse.org/report/transnational-repression #TransnationalRepression
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Migration systems continue to be a venue through which host governments enable transnational repression even as other

government agencies act to counter it. US authorities pioneered many of the responses to transnational repression—training

for law enforcement, identification of reported threats,

and interagency coordination—that have been adopted in

subsequent years by Canadian and European governments.s®

Migration systems continue to be a
venue through which host governments

In 2025, US authorities continued to seek accountability for
transnational repression by condemning the bounties placed

on Hong Kong activists, issuing visa restrictions on Thai enable transnational repression even
officials responsible for the forced return of Uyghur men to as other government agencies act to
China, and obtaining a conviction in the case of a murder- h

for-hire plot against an Iranian activist.*° However, changes counter It.

to immigration enforcement policies that began in 2024,

including the partial suspension of the processing of asylum

claims at the southern border and increased detention and

deportation efforts, exposed people fleeing persecution for political activism to the threat of transnational repression.*'

Last year, US authorities detained a number of exiled activists, placing them at risk of transnational repression. Among the
detained were Marlon Castellon Ubilla, a former political prisoner from Nicaragua, Guan Heng, who had filmed the detention
centers of Xinjiang, and Gregory Sanabria, a participant in student antiregime protests in Venezuela.® While those individuals
remain in the US, authorities did end up deporting two Russian men, one an exiled dissident and the other an army deserter, to
Russia.®® Both men were promptly arrested on their return. Dozens of asylum-seekers, including Christian converts, participants
in the Women, Life, Freedom protests, and LGBT+ individuals, were sent back to Iran on chartered flights. What happened to
these individuals is unknown. According to the Iranian American Legal Defense Fund, before the deportations, Immigration and
Customs Enforcement (ICE) allowed Iranian consular staff to visit the detained individuals to try to convince them to return.#
One of the flights took place in 2026, even after the Iranian regime began to violently crack down on peaceful protesters.+

Democratic host governments, unlike their authoritarian counterparts, rarely if ever directly aid the security services of
foreign governments in the pursuit of exiled critics or dissidents. Most countries also make an effort to protect people from
extraterritorial violence. However, the United States and other democracies continue to facilitate transnational repression via
their immigration systems by detaining and deporting dissidents. This problem can become more acute when immigration
enforcement is ramped up and due process protections are weakened.

@freedomhouse 7



TRACKING WHERE TRANSNATIONAL
REPRESSION IS HAPPENING.

Host countries in autocratic neighborhoods experience more incidents
of transnational repression than countries surrounded by democracies.

TURKEY

The Turkish government has both
perpetrated transnational repression and
facilitated the campaigns of other
countries. Turkish authorities have helped
target Azerbaijani, Uyghur, and other
Central Asian activists to bolster Turkey’s

relations with origin country governments.

‘iﬁ Freedom
I House

CELEBRATING 85 YEARS

RUSSIA

In addition to targeting its own critics
across borders, the Kremlin has assisted
neighboring countries in their efforts to
track down dissidents. Governments in
Central Asia, the Caucasus, and Belarus
have exploited deep security ties with

Moscow to pursue opponents in the
country.

Key

Freedom House Transnational
Repression Database Number
of Incidents By Location

(2014-2025)

THAILAND

Thailand is the host country where the
most incidents of transnational
repression have occurred. On several

RS

In recent years, Kenya has become

. 11-50 increasingly unsafe for dissidents from occasions, Thai authorities havg deported
other countries in East Africa. Amidst its groups of Uyghur people to China and
. 51-100 own government crackdown on Gen Z Cambodian activists to Cambodia.
protests in 2024, the Kenyan government
101-200 oversaw the forced return of dozens of *Information based on Freedom House’s database

Ugandan activists to their homeland. of direct, physical incidents of transnational

201+ .
repression between 2014 and 2025.

Explore more at https://ffreedomhouse.org/report/transnational-repression #TransnationalRepression @freedomhouse
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RECOMMENDATIONS

In 2025, authoritarians collaborated to target activists and members of religious and ethnic minorities across borders at the
same time that some host governments increased their investment in policies and practices meant to address the threat posed
by transnational repression. To ensure that in the coming years more is done to counter transnational repression, Freedom
House recommends the following to governments:

e Adopt and codify a government-wide definition of transnational repression that can be used across depart-
ments and agencies and in official communications. The definition does not need to enumerate all of the tactics of
transnational repression, because tactics can evolve, nor all of the possible groups and individuals who may be targeted,
because this risks inadvertently excluding vulnerable people. Instead, a useful definition will recognize that transnational
repression is committed by states and their proxies, against individuals living abroad who share a national connection to the
origin state, and hinders fundamental rights such as the freedoms of expression, belief, and association.

e Apply sanctions and visa bans against foreign government officials who facilitate transnational repression
via forced returns. Following the example set recently by US authorities of applying visa bans on current and former
Thai government officials who are responsible for, or complicit in, the forced return of Uyghurs to China,*® democratic
governments should consider seeking accountability not only from perpetrators of transnational repression but also from
government officials in host countries who facilitate and enable it.

e Interpol Member States should consider increasing their funding to the organization’s oversight bodies: the
Notices and Diffusion Task Force and the Commission for the Control of Interpol’s Files. More resources would
help to enhance the capacity of these bodies to detect and expunge politically motivated requests from Interpol systems.
Member states should also continue to advocate for enhanced reviews of Notices and Diffusions submitted by known
perpetrators of transnational repression.

e Continue to engage directly with diaspora communities by creating online resources, providing information
on ways to report transnational repression, and connecting communities with local law enforcement. Gov-
ernments should also establish feedback mechanisms to gauge the efficacy of their outreach strategies. Likewise, local law
enforcement should receive more training on transnational repression tactics to bolster targeted communities’ confidence
in frontline responses.

e Ensure that immigration enforcement does not facilitate transnational repression. Host governments should fol-
low due process standards when adjudicating claims for asylum and considering deportation in order to protect fundamen-
tal rights and safeguard their migration systems from the influence of perpetrator governments seeking the return of exiled
activists and dissidents.

To learn more about the issue of transnational repression and what Freedom House recommends, please visit
https://freedomhouse.org/report/transnational-repression.

Explore more at https://ffreedomhouse.org/report/transnational-repression #TransnationalRepression
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