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Executive Summary

Russian authorities reportedly exploited a zero-day vulnerability in Cellebrite's UFED forensic platform to

extract data from an activist's phone, according to an Amnesty International report published in March

2025. The incident demonstrates that commercial digital forensics tools, designed for lawful law

enforcement use, are being weaponized by state actors against civil society, dissidents, and human rights

defenders. For security and risk leaders, this signals that the threat surface for high-risk individuals extends

to the physical device layer, and that tool provenance alone does not guarantee lawful or ethical use.

Technical Analysis

According to the Amnesty International report (EUR7091182025ENGLISH.pdf, March 2025), Russian

authorities used Cellebrite UFED, a commercial mobile device extraction platform widely sold to law

enforcement globally, against a targeted activist's phone. The operation reportedly leveraged a zero-day exploit

within the Cellebrite platform itself, meaning the extraction bypassed device protections that would have

otherwise resisted standard forensic acquisition. The specific Cellebrite UFED version affected is unconfirmed in

available source material. The zero-day claim is based on Amnesty International's technical analysis;

independent verification by Cellebrite or other security researchers is not yet available.

The MITRE ATT&CK techniques mapped to this incident reflect the operational chain: T1005 (Data from Local

System, representing comprehensive device data extraction), T1056 (Input Capture, consistent with credential

or content extraction from the device), T1600 (Weaken Encryption, consistent with bypassing device encryption

protections inherent to mobile OS security models), and T1422 (System Network Configuration Discovery,

consistent with reconnaissance of device communications configuration after access). Physical custody of the

device was the access prerequisite, meaning the attack chain began outside the digital domain.
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This incident highlights a recurring and underappreciated defensive gap: the assumption that strong device

encryption and updated mobile operating systems create an impenetrable barrier against physical forensic

access. Zero-day exploits in commercial forensics tools, when acquired or developed by state actors, can break

that assumption entirely. The commercial forensics market, which includes vendors such as Cellebrite and

others, operates in a legally and ethically ambiguous space where tools sold to one jurisdiction's law

enforcement can migrate to actors with no lawful authority over the target. Amnesty International's

documentation of this case continues a pattern of similar findings, including prior reporting on the use of

commercial spyware and forensics platforms against journalists and activists in contexts where no lawful basis

for access existed.

The broader industry implication is significant: organizations supporting high-risk individuals, human rights

defenders, journalists, or dissidents must account for physical device seizure as a threat vector, not merely

remote compromise. The zero-day dimension means that even fully patched devices are not guaranteed

protection against a motivated state actor with access to commercial forensics capabilities exploiting

undisclosed vulnerabilities.

Action Checklist

1. Step 1: Assess exposure, determine whether your organization supports, advises, or provides services

to high-risk individuals (journalists, activists, dissidents, human rights workers) for whom physical device

seizure by a state actor is a realistic threat scenario.

2. Step 2: Review mobile device threat model, evaluate whether current mobile device management

(MDM) policies address physical seizure scenarios, including full-disk encryption enforcement (CIS 3.6),

device lock configuration (CIS 4.3), and data-at-rest protections beyond standard OS defaults.

3. Step 3: Audit commercial tool procurement and policy. If your organization operates Cellebrite UFED or

comparable forensics tools internally, verify access logs are retained per NIST AU-2 (Event Logging) and

AU-11 (Audit Record Retention). If you procure forensics services from a third party, verify contractual

terms require equivalent logging and audit rights.

4. Step 4: Update threat model, register state-actor physical forensics capability, including commercial

zero-day exploitation of forensic platforms, as an explicit threat scenario in your threat register, mapped to

MITRE ATT&CK T1005, T1056, T1600, and T1422.

5. Step 5: Apply credential hardening for high-risk device users. For users facing elevated physical seizure

risk, implement NIST IA-5 (Authentication and Authorization) and IA-4 (Identifier Management) controls,

including device PIN policies that resist forensic bypass, and pre-incident data minimization planning.

6. Step 6: Monitor developments, track Amnesty International's follow-up reporting, Cellebrite's official

response or patch disclosure, and any regulatory or export-control actions related to commercial forensics

tool misuse against civil society.

IR / Forensic Enrichment

Triage Priority URGENT
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Escalation Criteria Escalate immediately to legal counsel and senior leadership if a device belonging to a
high-risk individual in your organization's user population (journalist, activist, dissident) is
confirmed or suspected to have been physically seized by a state actor, or if Cellebrite
releases a CVE or security advisory confirming the zero-day referenced in the March 2025
Amnesty International report — either condition may trigger breach notification obligations if
the seized device contained PII, PHI, or privileged communications.

Recovery Notes If a device seizure by a state actor using Cellebrite UFED exploitation is confirmed, assume
full AFU (After First Unlock) data extraction occurred — treat all credentials, contact lists,
message histories, and account tokens stored on the device as compromised regardless of
encryption state, since the Cellebrite zero-day is reported to bypass standard OS encryption
protections. Rotate all account credentials accessible from the device, revoke OAuth tokens
and session cookies for every app installed, and notify any third parties (sources, partner
organizations, other at-risk individuals) whose contact information or communications were
stored on the device. Monitor the affected user's accounts for 90 days post-seizure for
indicators of ongoing surveillance (unexpected login events, password reset attempts,
suspicious OAuth application authorizations) using free tools such as Google Account
Security Checkup, Apple's 'Check for compromised passwords' in Settings, and manual
review of active session lists on all major platforms.

Forensic Artifacts Cellebrite UFED case report file (.UFDR) from any extraction performed on a seized device —
contains operator ID, device IMEI/serial, extraction method used (physical, file system,
logical), and timestamp; critical for determining whether a zero-day physical extraction was
attempted versus a standard logical pull | iOS device 'sysdiagnose' archive or Android 'adb
bugreport' output captured immediately upon device return from custody — look for evidence
of USB connection events, process execution anomalies, or kernel panics consistent with a
jailbreak or exploit delivery during the period the device was out of the owner's possession |
iOS Lockdown pairing record files stored on any computer the device was previously paired
with (macOS: ~/Library/Application Support/MobileSync/Backup/ and /var/db/lockdown/;
Windows: C:\Users\[user]\AppData\Roaming\Apple Computer\MobileSync\Backup\) —
Cellebrite UFED can leverage existing pairing records to perform file system extractions
without exploiting a zero-day; their presence on seized or searched computers is a forensic
indicator | Device diagnostic logs accessible via iOS Analytics (Settings > Privacy & Security >
Analytics & Improvements > Analytics Data) — look for unexpected crash reports, kernel
extension loads, or jailbreak-related process names (e.g., 'amfid', 'springboard' crashes)
timestamped during the period of physical custody | MDM enrollment status and compliance
log exported from your MDM console (Jamf, Microsoft Intune, Mosyle) showing device
encryption state, last check-in timestamp, and any policy violations — gaps in check-in logs
during a seizure window, or sudden MDM unenrollment, may indicate the device was wiped or
that MDM bypass was performed as part of the Cellebrite extraction process

Per-Action IR Details

Step 1: Assess exposure — determine whether your organization supports, advises, or provides services to

high-risk individuals (journalists, activists, dissidents, human rights workers) for whom physical device

seizure by a state actor is a realistic threat scenario.

NIST Phase: Preparation

Reference: NIST 800-61r3 §2 — Preparation: Establishing IR capability and identifying the threat landscape relevant

to the organization's mission and user population

Controls: NIST RA-2 (Security Categorization) — not in knowledge base verbatim; omitted per citation discipline, CIS

1.1 (Establish and Maintain Detailed Enterprise Asset Inventory), CIS 3.2 (Establish and Maintain a Data Inventory)
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Compensating: Conduct a structured tabletop exercise with a 2-person team using a simple spreadsheet: list all

service relationships, partner organizations, and individual users; score each against three criteria — (1) public profile

as dissident/activist/journalist, (2) geography of operations (jurisdictions with documented Cellebrite UFED deployment

by state actors), and (3) sensitivity of data held on personal devices. Output is a tiered risk register, no tooling required.

Evidence: No live-state alteration occurs in this step. Document the scope assessment output itself as a preparatory

artifact: the list of high-risk individuals or partner organizations, their device types, operating jurisdictions, and data

classifications. This record establishes baseline scope for any future incident declaration under NIST 800-61r3 §3.2.

Step 2: Review mobile device threat model — evaluate whether current mobile device management (MDM)

policies address physical seizure scenarios, including full-disk encryption enforcement (CIS 3.6), device lock

configuration (CIS 4.3), and data-at-rest protections beyond standard OS defaults.

NIST Phase: Preparation

Reference: NIST 800-61r3 §2 — Preparation: Hardening systems and establishing defensive controls before an

incident occurs to reduce exploitable attack surface

Controls: CIS 3.6 (Encrypt Data on End-User Devices), CIS 4.3 (Configure Automatic Session Locking on Enterprise

Assets), NIST AC-3 (Access Enforcement), NIST AC-11 (Device Lock)

Compensating: For teams without enterprise MDM: use Android Debug Bridge (ADB) or Apple Configurator 2 (free) to

audit encryption status and screen-lock policy on managed devices. On Android, run 'adb shell getprop ro.crypto.state'

(expect 'encrypted') and 'adb shell settings get secure lock_screen_timeout'. On iOS, use Apple Configurator 2 profile

inspection to verify passcode policy payload. Document gaps per device in a tracking spreadsheet. For high-risk users

without MDM enrollment, provide a written hardening checklist covering: strong alphanumeric PIN (not 6-digit numeric,

which is vulnerable to Cellebrite BFU brute-force), USB restricted mode enabled (iOS Settings > Face ID & Passcode),

and removal of cloud backup of sensitive data.

Evidence: No live-state alteration occurs in this step. Before any MDM policy push that modifies device configuration,

capture the current device policy baseline: export MDM compliance reports or manually document existing lock timeout

values, encryption state, and USB access policy per device. This baseline is required to demonstrate pre-incident

configuration state if a device is later seized and forensically examined by a state actor using Cellebrite UFED.

Step 3: Audit commercial tool procurement and policy — if your organization procures or uses commercial

forensics or device extraction tools, verify contractual use-restriction terms and assess whether tool access

logs are being retained per NIST AU-2 (Event Logging) and AU-11 (Audit Record Retention).

NIST Phase: Preparation

Reference: NIST 800-61r3 §2 — Preparation: Establishing audit and accountability controls for IR tooling and ensuring

defensible use documentation

Controls: NIST AU-2 (Event Logging), NIST AU-11 (Audit Record Retention), NIST AU-9 (Protection Of Audit

Information), CIS 8.2 (Collect Audit Logs)

Compensating: If your organization uses Cellebrite UFED or a comparable commercial extraction platform (Oxygen

Forensics, MSAB XRY), export the tool's internal audit log — Cellebrite UFED generates a per-case report (UFDR file)

that records operator credentials, connected device identifiers, extraction type, and timestamp. Archive these UFDR

files to a write-protected network share or offline storage immediately after each case. For teams without a SIEM,

implement a cron job or scheduled Task to copy UFDR files to an immutable archive path and hash each file

(sha256sum on Linux, Get-FileHash on Windows) on creation to detect tampering. Retain for a minimum period

consistent with your jurisdiction's evidence-handling requirements.

Evidence: Before any policy change that restricts tool access or modifies logging configuration, capture a snapshot of

the current Cellebrite UFED audit database and existing UFDR case files. On Windows hosts running UFED, the case

database is typically stored under 'C:\Users\[operator]\AppData\Roaming\Cellebrite\UFED\' — copy this directory tree

to secure storage. Document operator account list from the UFED user management console before any account

changes are made.

Step 4: Update threat model — register state-actor physical forensics capability, including commercial

zero-day exploitation of forensic platforms, as an explicit threat scenario in your threat register, mapped to
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MITRE ATT&CK T1512, T1056, T1600, and T1422.

NIST Phase: Preparation

Reference: NIST 800-61r3 §2 — Preparation: Maintaining current threat intelligence and incorporating emerging

adversary TTPs into organizational threat models

Controls: CIS 7.1 (Establish and Maintain a Vulnerability Management Process)

Compensating: Using a free threat modeling tool (OWASP Threat Dragon, free tier; or a structured spreadsheet

following STRIDE), add a new threat entry: Threat Actor = State-sponsored law enforcement using Cellebrite UFED

zero-day; Attack Vector = Physical device seizure + commercial forensic platform exploitation; Target Assets = Mobile

devices held by high-risk individuals; Impact = Full AFU/BFU data extraction bypassing device encryption. Reference

the Amnesty International March 2025 report as the intelligence source. Link this entry to the exposure list produced in

Step 1. Review quarterly or upon any new Cellebrite vulnerability disclosure.

Evidence: No live-state alteration occurs in this step. The threat model update itself is a preparatory document artifact.

Capture the prior version of the threat register before modification so that the delta (addition of the Cellebrite UFED

zero-day state-actor scenario) is auditable and traceable to the Amnesty International reporting date of March 2025.

Step 5: Apply credential hardening for high-risk device users — for users facing elevated physical seizure

risk, implement D3-CH (Credential Hardening) and D3-CRO (Credential Rotation) protocols, including device

PIN policies that resist forensic bypass, and pre-incident data minimization planning.

NIST Phase: Preparation

Reference: NIST 800-61r3 §2 — Preparation: Implementing pre-incident protective measures for the highest-risk user

population to reduce impact of physical device compromise

Controls: NIST AC-6 (Least Privilege), NIST AC-7 (Unsuccessful Logon Attempts), NIST AC-12 (Session

Termination), CIS 5.2 (Use Unique Passwords), CIS 5.4 (Restrict Administrator Privileges to Dedicated Administrator

Accounts), CIS 6.3 (Require MFA for Externally-Exposed Applications)

Compensating: For a 2-person team with no enterprise tooling: deliver a structured hardening session for each

identified high-risk user covering — (1) Replace numeric PIN with a 12+ character alphanumeric passphrase (defeats

Cellebrite GrayKey and UFED numeric PIN brute-force against BFU-locked devices); (2) Enable iOS USB Restricted

Mode or Android Developer Options lockdown to block UFED physical extraction over USB when device is locked; (3)

Disable biometric unlock (Face ID, fingerprint) which can be compelled under physical duress without legal passcode

protections in many jurisdictions; (4) Install Signal with disappearing messages enabled and document a pre-seizure

data minimization protocol (wipe non-essential apps and cached data before travel to high-risk jurisdictions). Credential

rotation: after any suspected or confirmed seizure event, treat all accounts whose credentials were stored on the

device as compromised and rotate immediately.

Evidence: Before implementing PIN policy changes or data minimization procedures on a device that may already

have been seized or tampered with: photograph the current device state (screen, port condition), run 'adb bugreport' or

iOS 'sysdiagnose' (Settings > Privacy > Analytics & Improvements > Analytics Data) to capture current device

diagnostic logs, and note the last successful and last failed unlock timestamps if accessible. If the device was recently

in custody of a state actor, treat it as potentially compromised — capture volatile state (running processes via 'adb shell

ps -A', open network connections via 'adb shell netstat -an') before any credential rotation action that would alter device

state or trigger network activity.

Step 6: Monitor developments — track Amnesty International's follow-up reporting, Cellebrite's official

response or patch disclosure, and any regulatory or export-control actions related to commercial forensics

tool misuse against civil society.

NIST Phase: Post Incident

Reference: NIST 800-61r3 §4 — Post-Incident Activity: Integrating threat intelligence from external sources, updating

defenses based on new information, and sharing intelligence to improve organizational and community posture

Controls: NIST AU-6 (Audit Record Review, Analysis, And Reporting), NIST AU-13 (Monitoring For Information

Disclosure), CIS 7.1 (Establish and Maintain a Vulnerability Management Process), CIS 7.2 (Establish and Maintain a

Remediation Process)
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Compensating: Configure free RSS/ATOM feeds or email alerts for: Amnesty International Security Lab publications

(securitylab.amnesty.org), Cellebrite's official security advisories page, and the U.S. Commerce Department Bureau of

Industry and Security (BIS) Entity List updates for surveillance technology vendors. Use a free RSS aggregator

(FreshRSS, self-hosted; or Feedly free tier) with keyword filters: 'Cellebrite', 'UFED', 'zero-day', 'forensic platform',

'export control'. Assign one team member to review weekly and update the threat register entry created in Step 4 upon

any new disclosure. If Cellebrite releases a patch or advisory for the zero-day referenced in the March 2025 Amnesty

International report, escalate immediately to reassess whether patching the UFED platform (if procured by your org) is

required.

Evidence: No live-state alteration occurs in this step. Maintain a dated intelligence log recording each source checked,

the date reviewed, and any new information captured. This log serves as evidence of ongoing due diligence and

supports post-incident review if a device seizure incident later occurs involving a user in your high-risk population.

Archive Cellebrite advisory documents and Amnesty International reports as PDF with capture date metadata

preserved.

Detection Guidance

This incident is primarily a physical-access, state-actor operation, which limits traditional network-based

detection. However, several policy and audit measures are relevant.

For organizations managing high-risk device users: review mobile device audit logs for unexpected extraction

events or USB connection anomalies where MDM telemetry supports it. Audit whether NIST AU-3 (Content of

Audit Records) requirements are met for mobile endpoints, specifically whether connection events and data

access events are being logged at sufficient granularity.

For organizations that procure or manage Cellebrite UFED or comparable forensic platforms: audit access logs

for the forensic tool itself per NIST AU-6 (Audit Record Review, Analysis, and Reporting). Verify that only

authorized personnel have physical and logical access to the platform, consistent with AC-6 (Least Privilege)

and AC-5 (Separation of Duties). Review whether any zero-day or out-of-cycle updates have been released by

Cellebrite and assess patch status.

For threat hunters: the mapped ATT&CK techniques (T1600, Weaken Encryption; T1056, Input Capture)

suggest post-access enumeration and credential harvesting as follow-on activities once device extraction

succeeds. If device backups or cloud-synced data are within scope, audit for anomalous access to cloud

storage accounts associated with targeted individuals; extracted credentials could enable follow-on cloud

access, though this specific pattern is not confirmed in the Amnesty report.

Policy gap audit: use this incident to assess whether your organization has documented procedures for what

happens if an employee's or protected individual's device is seized by a foreign authority, consistent with

incident response planning under NIST IR controls.

Indicators of Compromise
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Type Value Context Confidence

TOOL Cellebrite UFED (zero-day

exploit, specific version

unconfirmed)

Cellebrite UFED exploited via physical
device access using an undisclosed
zero-day vulnerability to extract data
from an activist's mobile device,
attributed with medium confidence to
Russian state authorities per Amnesty
International reporting.

MEDIUM

URL Pending — refer to Amnesty

International

EUR7091182025ENGLISH.pdf

for published technical

indicators

The Amnesty International report (March
2025) is the primary investigative source
and may contain additional technical
indicators, device identifiers, or forensic
artifacts not reproduced in available
secondary sources.

LOW

Framework Mappings

MITRE-ATTACK

• T1512 — Video Capture

• T1056 — Input Capture

• T1600 — Weaken Encryption

• T1422 — System Network Configuration Discovery

NIST-CSF-2

• DE.AE-08 — Incidents are declared when adverse events meet the defined incident criteria

NIST-800-53R5

• IR-5 — Incident Monitoring

SOC2-TSC

• CC6.3 — Authorizes, modifies, or removes access

MITRE ATT&CK Mapping

Technique ID Technique Name Tactic

T1512 Video Capture Collection

T1056 Input Capture Collection

T1600 Weaken Encryption Defense-Evasion

T1422 System Network Configuration Discovery Discovery

Sources
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Source URL Tier

Cellebrite: Digital
Forensics & Intelligence
Platform

https://cellebrite.com/en/home/ T3

The Myths of Claude
Mythos and the Future
of Digital Forensics

https://cellebrite.com/en/blog/en-blog-ai-vulnerability-research-di... T3

[PDF] CELLEBRITE
ZERO-DAY EXPLOIT
USED TO TARGET
PHONE OF ...

https://www.amnesty.org/fr/wp-content/uploads/2025/03/EUR7091182025..

.

T3

Cellebrite - Wikipedia https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cellebrite T3

Police put my Phone
through a 'Cellebrite'
machine. How ... -
Reddit

https://www.reddit.com/r/privacy/comments/1g4nv3m/police_put_my_pho... T3
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