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Key findings

¢ The sovereign citizen movement has spread from the United States to more
than 26 countries globally. Covid restrictions and digital networks
accelerated its growth and created dangerous intersections with other
conspiracy movements.

¢ The sovereign citizen movement has grown beyond a nuisance, escalating
into a national security challenge for many countries around the world.

¢ The transnational threat of the movement requires multilateral intelligence

coordination, online interventions to counter influencers, narratives, and
networks, and globally informed threat assessment.
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What is the problem?

Sovereign citizens are often dismissed as a collection of conspiratorial
eccentrics operating on the fringes of society. However, at the core of the move-
ment — which does not exist as a single, unified entity but rather a loose align-
ment of groups and individuals — is a collective rejection of the legitimacy of
government authority and the democratic rule of law. Sovereign citizens do not
believe they are subject to the same laws as everyone else and have formulated
a fantastical conspiracy and pseudo-legal framework to justify this belief.

The sovereign citizen movement has grown beyond a nuisance and into an esca-
lating national security challenge for many countries around the world.
Sovereign citizens have promoted delegitimising narratives against democra-
cies, created alternative structures of authority, committed acts of political vio-
lence, fomented civil unrest, engaged in violent confrontations with law enforce-
ment, and threatened elected officials and high office holders.

Digital communications and the internet have facilitated the spread of sovereign
citizen ideas and expanded the global reach of sovereign citizen influencers.
The Covid pandemic triggered a surge in sovereign citizen beliefs as citizens
chafing at government restrictions and emergency measures found relief in a
movement that rejects government authority. The current expansion of the sov-
ereign citizen movement, as in other phases of the movement’s growth history,
is occurring during a period of growing inequality and global democratic
decline.
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What should be done?

Authorities have tended to address sovereign citizens as a strictly domestic
problem, with the transnational nature of the movement often underappreciat-
ed. Yet its origins, manifestations, reach, and networks are global. To compre-
hensively address this challenge, we need to understand the transnational
element of its networks, influencers, and tactics.

This Policy Brief outlines three recommendations to address the transnational
dimensions of the problem:

¢ Multilateral law enforcement and intelligence coordination on the sovereign
citizen movement.

¢ Online interventions to counter sovereign citizen influencers, narratives, and
networks.

¢ Globally informed threat assessments.
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The landscape

The sovereign citizen movement goes global

The origins of the sovereign citizen movement can be traced back to the United
States and the emergence of the Posse Comitatus (Power of the Country) move-
ment in the late 1960s. This movement rejected government authority and inter-
sected with antisemitic, White supremacist, and extreme Christian nationalism.
The Posse Comitatus movement eventually fizzled out, but its remnants merged
with other anti-government extremist and US militia movements to develop into
the sovereign citizen movement.’

The sovereign citizen belief system is underpinned by the conviction that the US
government is illegitimate and, therefore, has no authority or jurisdiction. This
belief is based on a conspiracy theory that the original, legitimate US govern-
ment was replaced with an illegitimate version via the 14th constitutional
amendment ratified in 1868 (which grants citizenship to all US-born individuals)
and a series of fraudulent contracts that caused US citizens to unknowingly sur-
render their rights. Many sovereign citizens also believe that the government is
a corporation that controls its citizens through birth certificates and other iden-
tity documents. Those documents create a bogus legal persona known as your
“strawman”, which does not represent your true identify as a “flesh and blood”
or “living being”. Individuals, therefore, have the right to oppose the state, any of
its laws, regulations, and courts, and can take steps to “divorce” themselves
from the state’s authority and jurisdiction by declaring themselves as
“sovereign”.

For many years, these beliefs were confined to the United States. They then
gradually began to spread to other English-speaking common law countries;
first Canada, then the United Kingdom, Ireland, and Australia.? It was not until
the late 2000s, coinciding with the global financial crisis, that sovereign citizen
ideas spread and evolved significantly in other countries. Estimates show that
the sovereign citizen movement now has a presence in more than 26 countries,
including in Europe, Russia, South Africa, and the Caribbean.3

While the broader movement is called the sovereign citizen movement, and
many within it use the label to describe themselves, not all “sovereigns” do.
Some reject the term “sovereign citizen” as an oxymoron, claiming that they sit
outside a country’s laws and its requirements of citizenship; one cannot be both
“sovereign” and a “citizen”.
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Others use different terms depending on their beliefs and geographical
location.* For the purpose of this Policy Brief, we use the term “sovereign
citizen movement” to encompass other related sovereigntist anti-government
movements such as the Canadian-originated “freeman on the land” movement,
convergent nationally specific movements like the Reichsblirger (Citizens of the
Reich) movement, and various self-proclaimed micronations. We justify their
inclusion under the broader sovereign citizen umbrella as they are all anti-gov-
ernment movements based on conspiracy beliefs about the nature of state
authority and legitimacy. As recent studies confirm, “The core principles of sov-
ereign citizen pseudo-law remain largely similar across these jurisdictions.”®

In some contexts outside the United States, sovereigns repeat American sov-
ereign citizen tropes and even cite American legal frameworks. ® But others have
come up with their own local anti-government movements and conspiracies.
Some, such as the Reichsblirger movement in Germany — a distinct but related
movement established in the 1980s — have reached similar ideological beliefs.
The Reichsblirger and Selbstverwalter (self-administrator) movements not only
reject the legitimacy of the German state, but its very existence. Reichsblirgers
believe that because no formal peace treaty was ever signed after the Second
World War, the current German state remains an administrative entity of the
Allied Forces and is therefore an occupied zone or a “corporation”.”

In Australia, New Zealand, and Canada — some of the first countries where the
movement spread outside the United States — sovereign citizens have further
developed the movement’s existing pseudo-legal arguments and even co-opted
the language of Indigenous sovereignty movements. In some cases, they have
sought credibility by association with Indigenous sovereignty claims. 8

In Italy, adherents have combined sovereign citizen legalese with new age spiri-
tuality and apocalyptic messaging, resulting in groups such as the Sovereign
Citizens of Gaia and the One People | Am movements that claim they have no
obligation to obey laws or pay taxes.®

While the US movement’s origins intersected with White supremacy, the wider
movement has since attracted followers from many different ethnic and racial
backgrounds. Uniquely Black manifestations began to emerge in the early
1990s. In the United States, the Moorish sovereign citizen movement believes
that Black Americans are an elite class; they self-identify as “Moors” and claim
that a 1787 treaty between the United States and Morocco grants them immu-
nity from US law.'© Sovereign citizen groups and narratives have also spread to
Jamaica, " Trinidad and Tobago, and other Caribbean nations.

The Covid pandemic triggered a sharp uptick in sovereign citizen beliefs. For
the first time in their lives, many people were subject to orders that affected
their daily choices and movements. Public health restrictions, combined with
social isolation and increased time online, created the ideal conditions for
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disinformation and conspiracy theories about government control to thrive.
During that time, the sovereign citizen movement also overlapped and cross-
pollinated with anti-vaxxers, MAGA nationalists, and far-right conspiracy move-
ments such as QAnon who aligned in their common rejection of collective public
health measures and government control, and advocacy of individual freedom.
These overlaps during the pandemic contributed to the exponential exposure to
and adoption of sovereign citizen ideas globally and the international coordina-
tion of protests that led to civil unrest.

A clear illustration of the influence of sovereign citizen ideology and its intersec-
tion with other anti-government movements was the Freedom Convoy in
Ottawa, Canada, in which truck drivers blocked a border crossing in protest
over Canada’s pandemic restrictions. The Freedom Convoy was one of the
largest anti-authority protests in Canadian history. Many of the arguments
against Canada’s pandemic public health mandates were taken from sovereign
citizen rationales, '? and a cluster of the Freedom Convoy even deputised them-
selves as alternative law enforcement agents and claimed they had powers to
arrest and detain. One of the founders of the Canadian sovereign citizen move-
ment held these “swearing-in” ceremonies during the convoy protests.'3

The cross-pollination of pandemic protest, conspiracy theories, and sovereign
citizen ideology was of course not confined to Canada. The Canadian Freedom
Convoy inspired similar anti-lockdown protests around the world, including in
Australia, France, Sweden, and New Zealand.™ These so-called “freedom
protests” mimicked the Canadian actions, but elements were also coordinated
and astroturfed — a tactic where a group creates the illusion of widespread
public support or “fake grassroots”. The German-based Freie Blirger Kassel
(Free Citizens of Kassel) organised a wave of 129 simultaneous events and
protests around the world on 20 March 2021, united under the banner of
“World Wide Rally for Freedom”."®

The public health restrictions have long since abated, but the resentment they
generated remains. The sovereign citizen movement is one among many griev-
ance-based, anti-government ideologies that is gaining traction post-pandemic
and in an era of democratic decline.

The movement has grown through online networks and influencers that facili-
tate the spread of sovereign citizen pseudo-legal arguments and conspiracies.
Online networks have allowed sovereign citizens to broadcast their activities,
share information and tactics, and offer mutual support, providing a broader
global platform for so-called sovereign citizen “gurus” or leaders.

It has also grown by intersecting with QAnon and other online conspiracy
movements. '® The dynamic is embodied in the case of Romana Didulo , the self-
styled “Queen of Canada” — a QAnon believer and anti-vaxxer who embraced
sovereign citizen ideas and tactics. Didulo has set up her own “sovereign”
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village in Saskatchewan and amassed a large global online following. She has
threatened politicians and issued orders to her followers to attack or kill anyone
administering Covid vaccines. Her followers have attempted to arrest police for
genocide and treason.’”’

Understanding the national security risks and harms

Sovereign citizens are often dismissed as eccentrics, perhaps agitators, and
except in rare circumstances, not fundamentally dangerous. The sovereign
citizen movement is not a proscribed movement in most countries, although the
German Ministry of the Interior has banned two associations related to the
Reichsbiirger movement.® It is not considered illegal to identify as a sovereign
citizen or believe in the movement’s ideology and conspiracies. However, many
sovereign citizens have been arrested and convicted of a variety of increasingly
serious and violent offences.

Yet most individuals who claim to be sovereign citizens are not violent and join
the movement to avoid paying taxes, or otherwise escape legal obligations.
Most of the movement’s influencers are scammers who seek to exploit vulnera-
ble people by conducting fee-paying seminars on how to evade debts and
taxes. These influencers often sell fictious financial instruments such as fake
certificates of deposit, counterfeit Treasury cheques and money orders, and
fraudulent diplomatic identification cards they claim can be used to pay off
mortgages and other debts or exempt them from paying taxes.®

However, the view that sovereign citizens are mostly a nuisance is becoming
increasingly outdated. Some of the movement’s scams have resulted in signifi-
cant financial criminal activity.2° Particularly in the United States, the move-
ment has also been associated with violence, presenting a serious threat to law
enforcement. That violence is now spreading to other countries and jurisdic-
tions, creating national security risks.

The sovereign citizen movement presents three broad and escalating national
security threats: radicalisation to violence; terrorism, civil unrest, and plotting to
overthrow government; and delegitimation of the state.

Radicalisation to violence

The core claims made by sovereign citizens — that they are immune from law
and that governments are not legitimate sources of authority — can and have
motivated serious acts of violence. A recent survey of Australians found that
people who espouse anti-government conspiratorial beliefs, such as sovereign
citizen beliefs, were more likely to support violence and have engaged in
violence in the past. 2!
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Most acts of violence perpetrated by sovereign citizens have been spontaneous
or reactive. These acts have tended to occur during encounters with police or
other public-facing government employees, particularly in relation to traffic
stops, welfare checks, or the enforcement of ordinances or collection of
fines. 22 Sovereign citizens view police as agents of illegitimate governments.
When they defy police orders, sovereign citizens believe “they are legitimately
resisting the tyranny of state control, and defending their inherent rights and

freedoms”. 23

The shooting of two Australian police officers in regional Victoria in August
2025 and many more attacks against police in the United States illustrate how
encounters between sovereign citizens and law enforcement can turn deadly.
Dutch sovereign citizens belonging to the Common Law Netherlands Earth
group, who advocate “fighting back” against the government and law enforce-
ment, have been convicted of threatening police and tried for illegal weapons
possession.24 In Germany in 2016, members of the Reichsbiirger movement
launched attacks from their own property in two separate incidents, killing law
enforcement officials. In 2022, there were other Reichsblirger attacks on police,
one during an attempted weapons seizure and another at a police checkpoint. 2°

The judiciary is another frequent target of sovereign citizens. In addition to tying
up significant court resources, judges and court officers are often the target of
intimidation and threats of violence. In Victoria, threats against the judiciary
nearly quadrupled between 2023 and 2025, and almost a quarter of judges in
New South Wales have received death threats, many from sovereign citizens. 26
Desmond Filby, also known as Dezi Freeman, the Australian sovereign citizen
responsible for the recent fatal shootings of two police officers in Victoria, pre-
viously tried to arrest a magistrate during a court hearing. 2’

Sovereign citizens also present a threat to local councils and councillors. Local
councils are the most accessible form of government, one with which citizens
have the most interaction, yet these institutions do not receive the same level of
resourcing or protection as state or national agencies and officials. In Australia
and the United States, local councils have had to call police or deploy security
for meetings, with councillors reporting feeling increasingly threatened.?® In a
New Zealand incident in 2022, a sovereign citizen “sheriff” entered a local
council building and assaulted a staff member after having previously threat-
ened others. 2°
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Terrorism, civil unrest, and plotting

While sovereign citizens have generally not engaged in premeditated mass
casualty attacks in furtherance of their ideology, there have been incidents of
sovereign citizens instigating civil unrest and engaging in terrorist attacks,
plots, and acts of violence directed towards government officials. The majority
of sovereign citizen violence has been perpetrated in the United States, with the
deadliest homegrown terrorist attack ever committed in America being the
1995 Oklahoma City bombing by Timothy McVeigh, an anti-government extrem-
ist whose co-conspirator Terry Nichols identified with sovereign citizen
ideology.3° Joseph Stack, who flew his plane into an Internal Revenue Service
(IRS) building in Texas in a 2010 suicide attack, was an anti-tax protester and is
also considered to be associated with the sovereign citizen movement.3! Based
on these previous acts of violence, the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) has
deemed sovereign citizen extremists as domestic terrorists (though at the time,
Stack’s attack was controversially not labelled as a terrorist incident by the
government.)

A more recent example of the threat to national security posed by sovereign
citizen and convergent movements sits outside the United States. The largest
counter-terrorism operation in German history took place in 2022, targeting
adherents of the Reichsbiirger movement for an alleged plot to overthrow the
German government by raiding the Bundestag and taking elected officials
hostage. The raid spanned numerous properties across Germany and Austria;
25 people were arrested including a former member of the Bundestag, a judge,
former members of the armed forces, and a police inspector. Since then, there
have been other arrests of German sovereign citizens for attempting to create a
terrorist organisation, plotting and committing further attacks, and the killing of
a police officer by a suspected sovereign citizen.32 In 2024, sovereign citizens
in the Netherlands were accused of plotting a terrorist attack on the mayor of
Deventer and had already purchased firearms to support their citizen arrests
and tribunals.

Globally, sovereign citizens were also active in many instances of civil unrest in
response to pandemic restrictions and public health measures, including the
attack on the US Capitol on 6 January 2021 after the US elections. 32 Sovereign
citizens participated in violent protests and storming of legislatures around the
world, including in Germany, New Zealand, and Australia. In the United
Kingdom, sovereign citizens used pseudo-legal arguments to challenge vaccine
mandates, accusing the government of “vaccine genocide”. They attempted to
arrest public health officials as “common law constables” and mobilised sup-
porters by offering training for direct action.34
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Sovereign citizen ideology promotes a radical reframing of the relationship
between citizen and state, portraying the citizen as enslaved to the state, and
the state as tyrannical and illegitimate.3® These ideas are based on pseudo-
legal and pseudo-historical beliefs that not only fundamentally reject govern-
ment authority but claim it is a threat. When authority is framed in such terms,
justifying violence against it or plotting to overthrow it is not an illogical next
step.

Delegitimation of the state

Sovereign citizens not only reject government authority and legitimacy; they
create alternative systems and fictitious entities of authority. The creation of
“micronations”, where citizens claim swaths of land and property as “sovereign”,
is one such example. Here, they form communes, forge their own identity docu-
ments and sometimes currency, set regulations, and charge fees to those living
there. Their leaders often fashion themselves as royalty. German sovereign
citizen Peter Fitzek, like Romana Didulo in Canada, has crowned himself king of
Germany, his realm a cluster of properties in Wittenburg. Here, he has held his
own coronation, prints his own passports, and mints his own coins. Hundreds of
people have paid to live and work there, learning how to separate themselves
from the state. 3¢ Sovereign citizens have also set up similar enclaves in other
countries. For example, Germans associated with the Reichsblirger movement
have bought land in Paraguay to establish settlements. 37

Micronations have cropped up around the world, but nowhere more so than
Australia. Authorities have tended to tolerate the Australian variants as odd
expressions of Australian larrikinism or as creative attempts at protest or to
resist bureaucracy.3® Well known examples include the Principality of Hutt
River, which was born out of a dispute between its creator and the Western
Australian government over wheat production quotas.®® These Australian
micronations have not generally presented a national security threat, but they
do represent the delegitimation of government authority.

The national security threat escalates, however, when sovereign citizens create
so-called “fictitious entities” to support these micronations or attempt to use
claims of sovereignty to plot against the government, as the Reichsbiirger
movement has done in Germany. Fictitious entities are bogus government agen-
cies, law enforcement, consulates, and courts created by sovereign citizens.4°
Representatives from these entities often attempt to arrest and try in court
legitimate government officials and police. For example, in Ontario, Canada,
sovereign citizen “sheriffs” associated with Didulo attempted to arrest police

officers and try them for “crimes against humanity”. 4!

There have been a number of similar incidents in Australia and Europe. In 2021,
a disparate group of Australians with sovereign citizen links was arrested after
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they gathered online, claiming to be commissioners of a new Australian federal
police force and promising to carry out arrest warrants against government
officials.#2 Earlier that year, members of a Western Australian sovereign group
broke into and took residence in a courthouse, attempting to establish them-
selves as the “proper governing body of law”.43 Another sovereign citizen group
in Western Australia has sworn themselves in as sheriffs and established courts.
In 2022, they conducted their own jury trial and “convicted” former prime minis-
ter Scott Morrison and every state premier for their involvement in the Covid
response, sentencing them to 30 years’ imprisonment.4# Throughout the pan-
demic, and after, there were scores of people, motivated by sovereign citizen
beliefs and other conspiracies, arrested for attempting to kidnap or kill elected
officials and high office holders around the world.4°
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Policy recommendations

Multilateral law enforcement and intelligence coordination

It is time for more structured multilateral law enforcement and intelligence coor-
dination on the sovereign citizen movement. Intelligence sharing among Five
Eyes nations is already robust, but greater coordination with European partners
that sit outside the Five Eyes, particularly Germany, is needed. We recommend
establishing a dedicated taskforce or the development of a dedicated intelli-
gence sharing stream specifically on sovereign citizens that also includes
partner countries with a significant sovereign citizen presence. This coordinated
international intelligence stream could create a central global database, acces-
sible to partner countries’ law enforcement agencies, that is updated regularly
on sovereign citizen incidents to help inform procedures and policies. Many sov-
ereign citizen interactions occur at the local council level, therefore coordination
across national agencies and jurisdictions will be needed to inform the global
database and general intelligence gathering. The database could also be used
to track publicly available information on global sovereign citizen influencers or
gurus, many of whom are online and have significant numbers of followers and
influence outside their immediate locations. Many of the mechanisms and
forums used by partner governments to address other global extremist move-
ments can be used to exchange information, intelligence, and lessons learned
about sovereign citizens.

Online interventions

Most sovereign citizens first become exposed to sovereign citizen ideology via
the internet. Sovereign citizen ideas, arguments, narratives, and tactics spread
globally on social media platforms, websites, online forums, and encrypted mes-
saging channels. Digital platforms have become central to fostering sovereign
citizen connections, disposing of the need for traditional groups or leadership
structures.#® Meaningful action is needed to reduce this global spread of
harmful online content.

Countering online extremism often involves content moderation and
enforcement of terms of service of mainstream platforms. These efforts have
been most effective against proscribed terrorist and criminal organisations.
Because the sovereign citizen movement is not a designated terrorist entity, its
influencers, narratives, and communities often evade the moderation efforts of
the online platforms that facilitate their growth, with content falling into a
‘borderline’ category. It can also be difficult for content moderators to identify
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certain sovereign citizen individuals and communities online. This has been
exacerbated by social media companies scaling back safety and content moder-
ation efforts in recent years.%’” While sovereign citizens still operate on main-
stream platforms, increasingly they are using alternative platforms with lax or
non-existent moderation policies to organise and spread. 48

We recommend that governments concerned about escalating sovereign citizen
threats in their jurisdictions coordinate their approaches to digital platforms,
including by working closely with global coordination bodies — such as the
Global Internet Forum to Counter Terrorism (GIFCT) — to have member tech
platforms list sovereigntist groups as designated entities. This would better
enable digital platforms to then include sovereign citizen content in their hash-
sharing database (which identifies known illegal content), deplatform accounts,
and identify and report trends regarding sovereign citizen online content on
their platforms. Governments should coordinate their efforts to compel plat-
forms to more robustly enforce their existing community guidelines and terms
of service regarding violations such as online harassment, threats of violence,
harmful and deceptive content, and illegal activities. Doing so would help track
broad trends and assist in establishing online interventions such as inoculation
techniques against disinformation and extremist narratives or directing those
engaging with sovereign citizen content online towards social support services.
While sovereign citizens are increasingly using alternative online platforms with
little to no content moderation, this would reduce their presence and influence
on mainstream platforms.

Globally informed threat assessment and training

Law enforcement and frontline workers encountering sovereign citizens face
uncertain and possibly volatile situations. To reduce these risks, globally
informed training resources and materials should be developed for law enforce-
ment, frontline agencies, electoral offices, and the courts, that outline sovereign
citizen vocabulary, behaviours, and the visible signs and symbols of their
beliefs. Because sovereign citizens often operate similarly across country con-
texts, 4° multilateral coordination and intelligence can also assist in developing
resource material and security protocols. These protocols could be used for
engaging with or arresting sovereign citizens when necessary, identifying and
addressing transnational influencers, and better understanding the intersection
of sovereign citizens with other violent extremist movements and dynamics. For
example, the danger to law enforcement from sovereign citizens was long
present in the United States before it manifested in Australia.®° A global picture
would allow countries to anticipate threats and developments that might
emerge in their own countries.

There are few empirically based research studies into sovereign citizens and
radicalisation,® and there is not enough known about why some sovereign
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citizens radicalise to violence while others do not. However, the current evi-
dence highlights that, contrary to other motivating ideologies and extremist
movements, sovereign citizens have a higher average age, mostly in the second
half of life, than others who are radicalised to extremism.%2 Sovereign citizens
are also likely to share other key characteristics, including a conspiratorial mind-
set, a history of negative interactions with government institutions, and for
some, financial hardship. %3

One study showed that two different threat assessment tools can be used to
distinguish violent sovereign citizens from other extremists, suggesting there
are some identifiable patterns.®* However, much more research is needed to
understand if threat assessment tools developed for other types of violent
extremist offenders can also successfully assess sovereign citizens, or if devel-
oping alternative threat assessment tools is necessary. Incorporating case
studies from various countries can inform the development of these threat
assessment tools and our broader understanding of sovereign citizen radicalisa-
tion trajectories.
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