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Respected Chairpersons and members of the Tom Lantos Commission, 

As a coalition of South Asian American civil society organizations, we are writing to express our 

gratitude for the Tom Lantos Human Rights Commission’s hearing on transnational repression and to 

provide our experiences regarding transnational repression from the Indian government. In 2023, this 

repression greatly accelerated, with the worst brunt of this repression affecting minority religious 

communities in the United States. 

Over the course of 2023, the Indian government greatly accelerated its repression of dissent in the Indian 

American community, and went so far as to attempt to kill a Sikh American in New York. Perhaps the 

most troubling evidence of the Indian government’s repressive tactics emerged in September, when 

Canadian Prime Minister Justin Trudeau informed Canadians that agents of the Indian government may 

have been behind the murder of Canadian citizen Hardeep Singh Nijjar. Nijjar was apparently targeted  



 

 

 

 

 

because of his political support for the Khalistan separatist movement.1 The Indian government has thus 

far refused to cooperate with the Canadian government in an investigation into the murder. Days after 

Trudeau’s allegations, reports emerged that the FBI informed at least five Sikh leaders in the United 

States that they were facing credible death threats from agents of the Indian government.2 At the end of 

October, the Department of Justice announced charges against Indian national, Nikhil Gupta, for 

attempting to assassinate US citizen Gurpatwant Singh Pannun. Like Nijjar, Pannun supported the 

creation of an independent Sikh state and was targeted for these political beliefs.3 More alarmingly, a 

December report by The Intercept revealed that the India Ministry of External Affairs, in a leaked memo 

in April, urged North American consulates to crack down on Sikh diaspora organizations, which they 

accused of “Khalistani extremism.” Nijjar was one of the several targets named in the memo.4 The 

Department of Justice, in its indictment, alleged that Nijjar’s murder and the attempted murder of Pannun 

were connected. 

As Senator Cardin noted ahead of a Senate Foreign Relations Committee Hearing in November, this is 

not just part of a worrying trend in India’s backsliding democracy, but part of a global wave of dictators 

feeling empowered to violate the rights of people outside of their borders.  

While these attempts on Americans’ lives represent a new turn in the Indian government’s tactics, the 

Indian government has developed a consistent pattern of intimidation and assaults on Americans’ freedom 

of expression. As Indian democracy under Prime Minister Narendra Modi has decayed further, the Modi 

regime has begun targeting civil society actors outside of India’s borders. This shift has been exemplified 

by two high-profile recent cases: the alleged assassination of a Canadian citizen on Canadian soil, and the 

alleged conspiracy to assassinate an American citizen on U.S. soil. Transnational repression in India 

follows a specific pattern, as detailed below: 

Online Repression 

The current Indian government is perhaps best known for its use of digital tools to silence and intimidate 

critics, both in India and abroad.  

Online trolling and doxxing 

Hindu nationalist troll armies are famous for trolling and doxxing against perceived critics of the Modi 

regime. As the Washington Post has reported, they are actually highly coordinated campaigns to 

misinform Indians and intimidate journalists and activists into silence.5 In rare instances, Indian 

government and ruling Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) officials become directly involved in this trolling. 

For example: 

● In 2023, Hindu nationalists, including BJP official Amit Malviya trolled Wall Street Journal 

reporter Sabrina Siddiqui, prompting a denouncement from the White House.6, 7 

 
1 https://www.cbc.ca/news/politics/trudeau-indian-government-nijjar-1.6970498  
2 https://theintercept.com/2023/09/23/sikhs-fbi-canada-india-nijjar/  
3 https://www.justice.gov/opa/pr/justice-department-announces-charges-connection-foiled-plot-assassinate-us-citizen-new-york  
4 https://theintercept.com/2023/12/10/india-sikhs-leaked-memo-us-canada/ 
5 https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/2023/09/26/hindu-nationalist-social-media-hate-campaign/ 
6 https://twitter.com/amitmalviya/status/1671977616851746816  
7 https://www.nbcnews.com/politics/white-house/white-house-blasts-harassment-reporter-asked-modi-human-rights-record-

rcna91251  
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● Hindu nationalists doxxed a number of Indian American students because of their membership in 

Harvard University’s Palestinian Caucus.8, 9  

● Throughout 2023, the BJP circulated antisemitic conspiracy theories on their official accounts, 

and directed harassment towards Hindus for Human Rights (HfHR) Executive Director Sunita 

Viswanath. 10, 11, 12, 13, 14, 15, 16 

Surveillance 

Although there is little evidence confirming that the Indian government has deployed spyware against 

American citizens on US soil, the Indian government and its agents have surveilled others outside of its 

borders: 

● In 2019, an Indian couple was arrested and charged with espionage for surveilling Kashmiri and 

Sikh diaspora members in Germany.17 

● Devices in the UK’s Foreign Office were infected with the spyware Pegasus. Some of these 

attacks originated from servers in India, suggesting the Indian government’s involvement.18 

Censorship 

The Indian government has weaponized information laws to restrict the use of social media and other 

platforms to distribute information that may criticize the Indian government. Outlets, including foreign 

press, that are critical of the Indian government often experience legal harassment, such as raids. 

● In October 2023, the Indian government withheld the Twitter/X accounts of major human rights 

organizations, Indian American Muslim Council (IAMC) and HfHR.19 

● In March 2023, prominent Sikh Canadians, including Rupi Kaur and Jagmeet Singh, reported that 

their content on Twitter/X was withheld by the Indian government.20 

● In February 2023, the BBC’s Mumbai and Delhi offices were raided by the Indian government 

after the network released a documentary criticizing Modi’s rise to power.21 

Offline repression 

While the current Indian government and its political movement are best known for weaponizing digital 

spaces, the Hindu nationalist ecosystem has used legal and physical intimidation to silence critics of the 

current regime: 

 
8 https://twitter.com/YearOfTheKraken/status/1711986790478012543?s=20  
9 https://twitter.com/total_woke_/status/1712167410260914439?s=20  
10 https://twitter.com/amitmalviya/status/1674080829105135622  
11 https://twitter.com/amitmalviya/status/1664474354695176194  
12 https://twitter.com/bjp4india/status/1714123329307910568  
13 https://twitter.com/BJP4India/status/1719721504710222204  
14 https://twitter.com/BJP4India/status/1719385623126249617  
15 https://twitter.com/bjp4india/status/1720384436892828025  
16 https://twitter.com/bjp4india/status/1720484152846233606  
17 https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-50763008.amp  
18 https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2022/04/25/how-democracies-spy-on-their-citizens  
19 https://www.thehindu.com/news/national/us-based-minority-advocacy-groups-blocked-on-x-in-india/article67426316.ece  
20 https://www.cbc.ca/news/world/india-punjab-amritpal-singh-1.6785857  
21 https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-india-64634711  
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Legal Intimidation 

Critics of the Indian government living abroad, and their families in India, may experience several forms 

of legal intimidation.  

Weaponization of immigration system 

The Indian government has refused entry to individuals with an Overseas Citizenship of India (OCI) and 

even suspended the OCIs of critics of the Indian government. The Indian government has also refused 

visas to human rights activists. Finally, the Indian government has suspended the passports of journalists, 

activists, and students, rendering these individuals stateless. 

● In 2022, Vice journalist Angad Singh, an OCI holder, was deported from Delhi airport. Singh 

previously made documentaries about India’s COVID crisis and the 2020-2021 Farmers’ 

protest.22 

● In 2022, Sweden resident and prominent Modi critic Ashok Swain had his OCI revoked by the 

Indian government. No reason was given for the revocation.23 

● In 2023, the Middle East Eye reported that the Indian government suspended the passports of at 

least 10 Kashmiri journalists, students and activists, including individuals living abroad.24  

Arbitrary questioning and detention of family members 

Kashmiri Americans who advocate for human rights in Kashmir have alleged that their families in 

Kashmir have been detained or questioned arbitrarily because of their advocacy.25, 26  

Suspension of Foreign Contribution Regulation Act (FCRA) Accounts 

Several American and international NGOs have had their FCRA accounts suspended because of their 

criticisms of the Indian government. FCRA Accounts are required to operate in India. 

● In 2017, a bipartisan group of senators led by Sen. John Kennedy of Louisiana raised the 

weaponization of FCRA, especially against Christian groups, with the Trump Administration.27 

● In 2020, India suspended Amnesty International’s FCRA account, froze the organization's bank 

assets, and forced Amnesty India to cease operations.28 

● In 2022, the Indian government suspended Oxfam’s account and opened an investigation into the 

NGO for alleged illegal transactions to civil society groups.29  

Physical Intimidation 

Indian government officials and their allies have repeatedly resorted to physical intimidation against 

critics of the government, including harassment, sending death threats, and even alleged assassination 

attempts. 

 
22 https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-india-62685014  
23 https://www.deccanherald.com/india/hc-sets-aside-centres-order-cancelling-oci-card-of-academic-ashok-swain-1235606.html  
24 https://www.middleeasteye.net/news/indian-government-strips-passports-kashmiri-dissent-modi  
25 https://www.americanprogress.org/events/indias-backsliding-democracy/  
26 https://twitter.com/raqib_naik/status/1736944625846194390  
27 https://www.kennedy.senate.gov/public/2017/6/sen-kennedy-r-la-sends-bipartisan-letter-to-president-trump-urging-him-to-

prioritize-religious-liberty-with-indian-prime-minister  
28 https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-india-54277329  
29 https://thewire.in/government/cbi-case-oxfam-india-fcra-violations  
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● In 2023, IAMC led a coalition of organizations expressing alarm about Hindu nationalists who 

filmed and took pictures of participants at an anti-Modi protest, including IAMC and HfHR 

staff.30 

● In September 2023, Canadian Prime Minister Justin Trudeau alleged that agents of the Indian 

government killed Canadian citizen Hardeep Singh Nijjar. Nijjar was targeted because of his 

support for the Khalistan movement, which seeks the creation of an independent state for Sikhs.31 

● In November 2023, the US Department of Justice announced charges against an Indian national 

for an attempt to assassinate US citizen Gurpatwant Singh Pannun. Like Nijjar, Pannun is a 

supporter of the Khalistan movement.32 

Given this consistent pattern of intimidation, we hope you will explore consequences against actors in the 

Indian government guilty of transnational repression. The US government has demonstrated its swift and 

strong response when hostile governments have repressed the free speech of Americans on US soil. This 

response has included visa bans and targeted sanctions.33 We have yet to see similar consequences against 

governments that the US considers partners.  

We urge you to engage the Biden Administration to confront the Indian government on its increasingly 

repressive tactics against Americans. We hope you will work with your colleagues in the Senate to 

explore the use of the Arms Export Control Act to clarify how to leverage arms sales against governments 

who are guilty of transnational repression.34 Finally, we hope you will work with your House Foreign 

Affairs Committee colleagues to move H.R.3654 - Transnational Repression Policy Act out of Committee 

and push the bill for a floor vote soon.35 This bill will provide much-needed protections to Indian 

Americans against a foreign government as we continue to exercise our First Amendment rights. 

As India becomes a closer security partner, the US must make clear that this partnership cannot come at 

the cost of the civil rights of Americans or the security of our democratic ideals as a nation. And so, we 

urge you to take action regarding the concerns Americans have presented about the ongoing threats to our 

safety from the Indian government.  

We are grateful to the Committee for its active engagement with civil society regarding the deteriorating 

human rights situation in India. We hope your continued interest will amplify the global concern that, as 

India’s democracy deteriorates, the rights of the people in India and the diaspora are coming under 

increasing attack. 

 
30 https://iamc.com/indian-americans-and-civil-rights-orgs-raise-alarm-over-surveillance-at-anti-modi-protest/  
31 https://www.cbc.ca/news/politics/trudeau-indian-government-nijjar-1.6970498  
32 https://www.justice.gov/opa/pr/justice-department-announces-charges-connection-foiled-plot-assassinate-us-citizen-new-york  
33 https://home.treasury.gov/news/press-releases/jy0343  
34 https://www.c-span.org/video/?532251-1/hearing-transnational-repression (Timestamp: 1:06:15) 
35 https://www.congress.gov/bill/118th-congress/house-bill/3654  
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