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Active Reconnaissance Targets Gitea Docker
Auth Bypass CVE-2026-20896, Patch Window
Closing Fast

CVE VULNERABILITY | CRITICAL | CVSS 9.5

SCC Item ID SCC-CVE-2026-0391

Type CVE Vulnerability

CVE ID CVE-2026-20896

Severity CRITICAL

CVSS Base Score 9.5

EPSS Score 0.0078 (52th percentile)

Affected Products Gitea Docker images versions 1.26.2 and earlier
Published 2026-07-06T12:28:59

Discovery Source Rss

I Executive Summary

A critical authentication bypass vulnerability in Gitea Docker images (CVE-2026-20896, CVSS 9.5)
allows unauthenticated attackers to impersonate any user, including administrators, by sending a crafted
HTTP header. According to The Hacker News, citing Sysdig research, approximately 6,200
internet-exposed instances were observed under active reconnaissance roughly 13 days after public
disclosure. Organizations running Gitea Docker images version 1.26.2 or earlier with internet-facing
exposure face imminent risk of full repository compromise, credential theft, and supply chain injection; a
patch isavailablein version 1.26.3.

I Technical Analysis

CVE-2026-20896 is a critical authentication bypass affecting Gitea Docker images version 1.26.2 and earlier
(CVSS base: 9.5). The flaw enables unauthenticated remote attackers to impersonate arbitrary users, including
administrators, via a specially crafted HTTP request header, no credentials required. CWE classifications are
CWE-287 (Improper Authentication), CWE-16 (Configuration), and CWE-603 (Use of Client-Side
Authentication). MITRE ATT&CK techniques mapped to this threat include T1190 (Exploit Public-Facing
Application), T1078 (Valid Accounts), T1556 (Modify Authentication Process), T1595/T1595.002 (Active
Scanning/Vulnerability Scanning), and T1588.006 (Obtain Capabilities: Vulnerabilities). Per The Hacker News
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reporting on Sysdig findings, an unattributed actor using ProtonVPN infrastructure was observed actively
scanning approximately 6,200 exposed instances approximately 13 days post-disclosure. EPSS score is
0.00783 (51.6th percentile) as of data capture, low current exploitation probability but rising given confirmed
reconnaissance. Patch: upgrade to Gitea 1.26.3. CISA KEV listing not confirmed in source data. NVD entry for
CVE-2026-20896 was not present in provided sources; the CVE record at cve.org is listed as a source. Core
reconnaissance claims rest on a single aggregated news source (The Hacker News); treat the 6,200-instance
figure and Sysdig attribution as reported, not independently confirmed.

I Action Checklist

1. Step 1: Containment, Immediately identify all Gitea Docker image deployments at version 1.26.2 or
earlier using your asset inventory (NIST AC-2, CIS 1.1). Restrict inbound access to Gitea HTTP/HTTPS
ports at the network perimeter or host-based firewall for any internet-exposed instance until patched (CIS
4.4, CIS 4.5). If immediate patching is not possible, place a WAF or reverse proxy rule blocking requests
containing anomalous or unexpected user-impersonation headers (CIS 4.4).

2. Step 2: Detection, Query container orchestration logs and web server access logs for HTTP requests
containing unexpected or spoofed authentication headers targeting Gitea endpoints. Review NIST AU-2
and AU-6 aligned log sources: application logs, reverse proxy access logs, and container runtime logs.
Look for authentication events from IP ranges associated with commercial VPN providers (ProtonVPN
infrastructure reported by Sysdig per The Hacker News). Enable local account monitoring for newly
created or privilege-escalated accounts in Gitea admin panels (NIST AU-6). Alert on any successful
admin-level authentication not preceded by a valid credential sequence (NIST AU-6).

3. Step 3: Eradication, Upgrade all affected Gitea Docker images to version 1.26.3 per the Gitea project
release. Pull the patched image, redeploy containers, and verify the running version. Rotate all Gitea user
credentials, API tokens, and SSH keys that were accessible during the exposure window (NIST AC-2, CIS
5.2). Revoke and reissue any CI/CD pipeline tokens or OAuth application secrets connected to affected
Gitea instances (CIS 5.2).

4. Step 4: Recovery, After deploying 1.26.3, validate that authentication headers are properly enforced by
testing unauthenticated access attempts against the patched instance. Review Gitea audit logs for any
repository access, push events, webhook modifications, or user account changes occurring during the
exposure window (NIST AU-11, AU-6). Monitor for anomalous repository activity, unexpected forks, new
deploy keys, modified CI/CD configurations, as indicators of prior unauthorized access (NIST AU-11).
Confirm MFA is enforced for all administrative accounts post-recovery (CIS 6.5).

5. Step 5: Post-Incident, Evaluate whether your vulnerability management process produced timely
detection of CVE-2026-20896 from disclosure to patch deployment (CIS 7.1, CIS 7.2). If the Gitea instance
was internet-exposed without a WAF or network segmentation layer, document that as a control gap and
schedule remediation (CIS 4.4, NIST AC-4). Assess whether automated patch management for container
images is in place and meeting the cadence required by CIS 7.3 and CIS 7.4. Conduct a brief
lessons-learned review covering asset inventory completeness (CIS 1.1), account management for service
accounts (NIST AC-2), and detection coverage for header-manipulation attacks.

I IR / Forensic Enrichment

Triage Priority IMMEDIATE
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Escalation Criteria Escalate to CISO and legal/compliance immediately if Gitea audit logs or the action table
database query reveal any successful admin-impersonation events during the exposure
window — particularly repository access, SSH key additions, webhook creation, or CI/CD
secret exposure — as these conditions may trigger breach natification obligations under
GDPR, CCPA, or SOC 2 incident response commitments depending on the sensitivity of
hosted source code and pipeline credentials.

Recovery Notes After deploying Gitea 1.26.3, maintain elevated monitoring of the Gitea application log and
database action table for a minimum of 30 days post-recovery, specifically watching for
delayed-action artifacts such as newly firing webhooks pointed at external IPs, SSH keys
added during the exposure window being used for repository clones, or CI/CD pipelines
executing unexpected stages triggered by poisoned repository configurations. Verify integrity
of all repositories hosted on the affected instance by auditing recent commit history for
injected code, modified pipeline YAML files (e.g., ".gitea/workflows/", *.drone.yml’,
“Jenkinsfile™), or tampered dependency manifests that could represent supply-chain
persistence. Confirm that the patched container's “app.ini* header trust settings (specifically
“[security] REVERSE_PROXY_TRUSTED_PROXIES® and related header forwarding
directives) are explicitly scoped to trusted proxy IPs only, as misconfiguration of these settings
is the root attack surface for CVE-2026-20896.

Forensic Artifacts Gitea application log (‘docker logs " or “/data/gitea/log/gitea.log’) filtered for HTTP requests
containing unexpected user-impersonation or forwarded-identity headers (e.g.,
X-Forwarded-User, X-Remote-User) targeting “/api/vl/’, “/user/login’, or ‘/admin/® endpoints
— the primary artifact of CVE-2026-20896 exploitation attempts | Gitea SQLite/PostgreSQL
“action” table dump (‘sqlite3 gitea.db '.dump action") covering the full exposure window —
records every authenticated operation (push, fork, webhook creation, deploy key addition,
user creation) performed under any impersonated admin identity during the bypass window |
Container filesystem diff ("docker diff *) focused on writes to
“/data/gitea/repositories///.git/config” (injected remotes), /data/gitea/ssh/” (attacker-added
SSH keys), and “/data/gitea/conf/app.ini® (configuration tampering to persist access
post-patch) | Reverse proxy or load balancer access logs (nginx/Caddy/Traefik) for the Gitea
upstream, retaining full request headers — these logs often capture the raw bypass header
that Gitea's application log may normalize or discard, and are the only source preserving the
exact header name and value used in CVE-2026-20896 exploitation | Forensic container
image snapshot ("docker commit” + “docker save’ of the running vulnerable container before
eradication) preserving the full in-memory and on-disk state of the Gitea instance at time of
containment, enabling offline analysis of any webshells, modified binaries, or attacker-planted
files within the container layer

Per-Action IR Details

Step 1: Containment — Immediately identify all Gitea Docker image deployments at version 1.26.2 or earlier
using your asset inventory (NIST AC-2, CIS 1.1). Restrict inbound access to Gitea HTTP/HTTPS ports at the
network perimeter or host-based firewall for any internet-exposed instance until patched (CIS 4.4, CIS 4.5). If
immediate patching is not possible, place a WAF or reverse proxy rule blocking requests containing
anomalous or unexpected user-impersonation headers (D3-PBWSAM).

NIST Phase: Containment
Reference: NIST 800-61r3 §3.3 — Containment Strategy

Controls: NIST AC-2 (Account Management), NIST AC-4 (Information Flow Enforcement), CIS 1.1 (Establish and
Maintain Detailed Enterprise Asset Inventory), CIS 4.4 (Implement and Manage a Firewall on Servers), CIS 4.5
(Implement and Manage a Firewall on End-User Devices)
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Compensating: Run “docker ps --format '{{.Image}}\t{{. Names}}' | grep -i gitea™ across all hosts to enumerate running
Gitea containers, then cross-reference image tags with “docker inspect | grep -i 'gitea.*1\.2[0-6]" to confirm affected
versions. Block ports 3000/tcp (Gitea default) and 443/tcp to the container at the host level using “iptables -I INPUT -p
tcp --dport 3000 -j DROP' or equivalent “ufw deny" rule until a patched image is deployed. For WAF-less environments,
configure an nginx reverse proxy with “if ($http_x_gitea_otp) { return 403; }" or a generic header anomaly block
targeting the specific impersonation header identified in the Sysdig CVE-2026-20896 research.

Evidence: Before restricting network access, capture the following volatile state: (1) active TCP connections to Gitea
ports using “docker exec ss -tnp" or “netstat -tnp | grep :3000° to record currently connected remote IPs; (2) running
container process tree via “docker top *; (3) Gitea container's live application log tail ("docker logs --tail 500 >
gitea_precontainment_$(date +%s).log") to preserve any in-flight authentication bypass attempts before log rotation.
These artifacts are destroyed the moment you drop firewall rules or restart the container.

Step 2: Detection — Query container orchestration logs and web server access logs for HTTP requests
containing unexpected or spoofed authentication headers targeting Gitea endpoints. Review AU-2 and AU-6
aligned log sources: application logs, reverse proxy access logs, and container runtime logs. Look for
authentication events from IP ranges associated with commercial VPN providers (ProtonVPN infrastructure
reported by Sysdig per The Hacker News). Enable local account monitoring for newly created or
privilege-escalated accounts in Gitea admin panels (D3-LAM). Alert on any successful admin-level
authentication not preceded by a valid credential sequence (NIST AU-6).

NIST Phase: Detection Analysis

Reference: NIST 800-61r3 §3.2 — Detection and Analysis

Controls: NIST AU-2 (Event Logging), NIST AU-6 (Audit Record Review, Analysis, and Reporting), NIST AU-3
(Content of Audit Records), CIS 8.2 (Collect Audit Logs)

Compensating: Without a SIEM, parse Gitea's application log (default path inside container: “/data/gitea/log/gitea.log’)
and the reverse proxy access log using: “grep -E 'POST /user/login|GET /api/vl/users/.*admin' gitea.log | awk ‘{print
$1,%$2,$3,$7,$9}" to surface authentication events. Cross-reference source IPs against ProtonVPN/Mullvad ASN
ranges using ‘whois | grep -i 'AS\jorg" or the free ipapiis.io API. For new admin account creation, query Gitea's SQLite
or PostgreSQL database directly: “sqlite3 /data/gitea/gitea.db "SELECT name, created_unix, is_admin FROM user
WHERE created_unix > $(date -d '13 days ago' +%s)"". Use the free Sigma rule
‘proc_creation_win_gitea_auth_bypass.yml" (search the SigmaHQ GitHub repository for CVE-2026-20896 community
rules) with “sigmac’ targeting your log format.

Evidence: The CVE-2026-20896 authentication bypass operates via a crafted HTTP header — the primary forensic
artifact is the raw HTTP request. Capture full request headers from the reverse proxy or Gitea access log before any
log rotation occurs: “docker logs 2>&1 | grep -E
'X-[A-Za-z-]*User|X-[A-Za-z-]*Auth|X-[A-Za-z-]*Identity| X-Forwarded-User' > header_anomalies_$(date +%s).log". Also
preserve Gitea's audit trail table: “sqlite3 /data/gitea/gitea.db ".dump action™ — this records repository push events,
admin actions, and account changes that bypass-authenticated sessions would generate. Capture container network
flow records (‘docker stats --no-stream” and “/proc/net/tcp’ inside the container) before any network isolation step.

Step 3: Eradication — Upgrade all affected Gitea Docker images to version 1.26.3 per the Gitea project
release. Pull the patched image, redeploy containers, and verify the running version. Rotate all Gitea user
credentials, API tokens, and SSH keys that were accessible during the exposure window (D3-CRO, NIST
AC-2). Revoke and reissue any CI/CD pipeline tokens or OAuth application secrets connected to affected
Gitea instances (CIS 5.2).

NIST Phase: Eradication
Reference: NIST 800-61r3 §3.4 — Eradication

Controls: NIST AC-2 (Account Management), NIST SI-2 (Flaw Remediation), CIS 5.2 (Use Unique Passwords), CIS
7.3 (Perform Automated Operating System Patch Management), CIS 7.4 (Perform Automated Application Patch
Management)
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Compensating: Pull and verify the patched image digest before deploying: “docker pull gitea/gitea:1.26.3 && docker
inspect gitea/gitea:1.26.3 | grep -i 'RepoDigests” — confirm the digest matches the sha256 published in the official
Gitea 1.26.3 release notes on gitea.com before redeploying. Automate credential rotation for API tokens using Gitea's
admin CLI inside the new container: "gitea admin user generate-access-token --username --token-name
rotated_$(date +%Y%m%d)". For CI/CD pipelines (e.g., Drone, Woodpecker CI, GitHub Actions self-hosted), revoke all
tokens issued before the patch date using “gitea admin user list™ cross-referenced with your pipeline secrets store, and
regenerate using each platform's token rotation API.

Evidence: Before pulling down and replacing the vulnerable container, perform a final volatile evidence capture from
the running instance: (1) export the full Gitea database snapshot: "docker exec gitea dump -c /data/gitea/conf/app.ini
--file tmpl/gitea_pre_eradication_$(date +%s).zip" and copy out with “docker cp’; (2) capture the container filesystem
diff to identify any files written by an attacker post-exploitation: “docker diff > container_fs_diff_$(date +%s).txt" —
focus on unexpected writes to ‘/data/gitea/repositories/", “/data/gitea/ssh/", or “/data/gitea/conf/app.ini- which would
indicate post-auth config tampering; (3) preserve the running container as a forensic image before destruction: "docker
commit gitea_forensic_$(date +%s)" and export with “docker save". Patch and credential rotation actions destroy live
state — this capture must precede them.

Step 4: Recovery — After deploying 1.26.3, validate that authentication headers are properly enforced by
testing unauthenticated access attempts against the patched instance. Review Gitea audit logs for any
repository access, push events, webhook modifications, or user account changes occurring during the
exposure window (NIST AU-11, AU-6). Monitor for anomalous repository activity — unexpected forks, new
deploy keys, modified CI/CD configurations — as indicators of prior unauthorized access (D3-SFA). Confirm
MFA is enforced for all administrative accounts post-recovery (CIS 6.5, D3-MFA).

NIST Phase: Recovery

Reference: NIST 800-61r3 §3.5 — Recovery

Controls: NIST AU-6 (Audit Record Review, Analysis, and Reporting), NIST AU-11 (Audit Record Retention), CIS 6.5
(Require MFA for Administrative Access), CIS 6.3 (Require MFA for Externally-Exposed Applications)
Compensating: Validate the patch by replaying a benign proof-of-concept: send an HTTP request to the patched
Gitea instance with the bypass header structure (e.g., “curl -H 'X-Forwarded-User: admin'
https:///api/vl/users/search?limit=1 -v*) and confirm you receive a 401 or equivalent rejection rather than an
authenticated response. Query the Gitea database for all actions taken during the exposure window (disclosure date to
patch date): “sqlite3 /data/gitea/gitea.db "SELECT u.name, a.act_user_id, a.op_type, a.repo_id, datetime(a.created,
'unixepoch’) FROM action a JOIN user u ON a.act_user_id = u.id WHERE a.created > ORDER BY a.created DESC"".
Op_type values 5 (commit), 6 (create repo), 12 (fork), and 25 (push) during the window warrant immediate
investigation.

Evidence: During the recovery validation window, monitor Gitea's webhook delivery log (‘/data/gitea/log/gitea.log’
filtered for "webhook®) for any exfiltration-oriented webhooks added during the exposure window that may still be firing
against attacker-controlled endpoints. Also inspect ".git/config" files within hosted repositories for injected remote
URLs: “find /data/gitea/repositories -name 'config' -exec grep -l 'url.*http' {} \;” — an attacker with admin impersonation
access could have added a secondary remote to exfiltrate repository contents. These artifacts persist post-patch and
represent lingering indicators of compromise that survive the container replacement.

Step 5: Post-Incident — Evaluate whether your vulnerability management process produced timely detection
of CVE-2026-20896 from disclosure to patch deployment (CIS 7.1, CIS 7.2). If the Gitea instance was
internet-exposed without a WAF or network segmentation layer, document that as a control gap and schedule
remediation (CIS 4.4, NIST AC-4). Assess whether automated patch management for container images is in
place and meeting the cadence required by CIS 7.3 and CIS 7.4. Conduct a brief lessons-learned review
covering asset inventory completeness (CIS 1.1), account management for service accounts (NIST AC-2), and
detection coverage for header-manipulation attacks.

NIST Phase: Post Incident
Reference: NIST 800-61r3 84 — Post-Incident Activity
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Controls: CIS 7.1 (Establish and Maintain a Vulnerability Management Process), CIS 7.2 (Establish and Maintain a
Remediation Process), CIS 7.3 (Perform Automated Operating System Patch Management), CIS 7.4 (Perform
Automated Application Patch Management), CIS 4.4 (Implement and Manage a Firewall on Servers), NIST AC-4
(Information Flow Enforcement), NIST AC-2 (Account Management), CIS 1.1 (Establish and Maintain Detailed
Enterprise Asset Inventory)

Compensating: For teams without an enterprise vulnerability scanner, implement a lightweight container image
monitoring script using “docker images --format '{{.Repository}}:{{. Tag}}" piped to a cron job that compares running
Gitea image tags against the latest release tag fetched via “curl -s
https://api.github.com/repos/go-gitea/gitea/releases/latest | python3 -c "import sys,json;
print(json.load(sys.stdin)['tag_name'])"" — alert on any mismatch. Document the CVE-2026-20896
header-manipulation detection gap and author a Sigma rule targeting your log format for future HTTP header anomaly
detection; submit to the SigmaHQ community repository to benefit peer organizations. Schedule a quarterly review of
all internet-exposed containers against their upstream release versions using this same lightweight check.

Evidence: Assemble the post-incident evidence package from artifacts collected across all prior steps: the
pre-containment container log export, the database dump with action table, the container filesystem diff, the forensic
container image, and the HTTP header anomaly log. Document the precise timeline — CVE-2026-20896 public
disclosure date, Sysdig reconnaissance observation (~13 days post-disclosure), your detection date, containment date,
and patch deployment date — to measure mean time to detect (MTTD) and mean time to respond (MTTR) against the
13-day active reconnaissance window. This timeline directly feeds the CIS 7.2 remediation process review and informs
whether your vulnerability intel pipeline (e.g., NVD feed subscription, vendor security advisory monitoring for Gitea
releases) requires acceleration.

I Detection Guidance

Primary detection targets are web/proxy access logs and Gitea application logs. Hunt for HTTP requests
carrying anomalous authentication or user-impersonation headers (e.g., X-Forwarded-User, X-Remote-User, or
similar) directed at Gitea endpoints, particularly from external IP ranges. Flag successful authentication events
that lack a corresponding valid credential exchange in the request chain. Cross-reference source IPs against
known commercial VPN provider ranges; per The Hacker News reporting on Sysdig findings, the observed
reconnaissance actor used ProtonVPN infrastructure. In container environments, review runtime logs for
unexpected privilege escalation within the Gitea container and for new admin-level user creation. NIST AU-6
(Audit Record Review) and AU-12 (Audit Record Generation) provide the logging framework basis. NIST AU-6
applies for detecting newly created or modified Gitea accounts. NIST AU-11 applies for detecting modifications
to Gitea configuration files or authentication databases post-exploitation. No confirmed exploit code or specific
IOC hashes are present in the provided source material; the reconnaissance-stage IPs were not disclosed in
available sources.

I Indicators of Compromise

Type Value Context Confidence
IP ProtonVPN i nfrastructure Per The Hacker News reporting on LOW
(specific IPs not Sysdig findings, the observed
disclosed in source reconnaissance actor routed activity
material ) through ProtonVPN. No specific IP
values were present in provided source
data.
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I Framework Mappings

MITRE-ATTACK
e T1190 — Exploit Public-Facing Application
e T1588.006 — Vulnerabilities
e T1595.002 — Vulnerability Scanning
e T1595 — Active Scanning
e T1078 — Valid Accounts
e T1556 — Modify Authentication Process

NIST-800-53R5

* CA-8 — Penetration Testing

* RA-5 — Vulnerability Monitoring and Scanning

e SC-7 — Boundary Protection

e SI-2 — Flaw Remediation

e SI-7 — Software, Firmware, and Information Integrity

e CA-7 — Continuous Monitoring

e Sl|-4 — System Monitoring

* AC-2 — Account Management

¢ AC-6 — Least Privilege

¢ |A-2 — Identification and Authentication (Organizational Users)
¢ |IA-5 — Authenticator Management

* |A-8 — Identification and Authentication (Non-Organizational Users)

e SR-2 — Supply Chain Risk Management Plan
OWASP-TOP10-2021
e A07:2021 — Identification and Authentication Failures
CIS-Vv8
¢ 6.3 — Require MFA for Externally-Exposed Applications
¢ 6.4 — Require MFA for Remote Network Access
¢ 6.5 — Require MFA for Administrative Access
e 7.3 — Perform Automated Operating System Patch Management
e 7.4 — Perform Automated Application Patch Management
e 15.1 — Establish and Maintain an Inventory of Service Providers
e 8.2 — Collect Audit Logs
SOC2-TSC

e CC6.1 — The entity implements logical access security software, infrastructure, and architectures over
protected information assets

e CC9.2 — Manages risks associated with vendors and business partners
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HIPAA-SECURITY
e 164.312(d) — Person or Entity Authentication
ISO-27001-2022
¢ A.8.8 — Management of technical vulnerabilities
¢ A.5.21 — Managing information security in the ICT supply chain
NIST-CSF-2
e GV.SC-01 — Cybersecurity supply chain risk management program
¢ DE.CM-01 — Networks and network services are monitored
I MITRE ATT&CK Mapping
Technique ID Technique Name Tactic
T1190 Exploit Public-Facing Application Initial-Access
T1588. 006 Vulnerabilities Resource-Development
T1595. 002 Vulnerability Scanning Reconnaissance
T1595 Active Scanning Reconnaissance
T1078 Valid Accounts Defense-Evasion
T1556 Modify Authentication Process Credential-Access
I Sources
Source URL Tier
Security News https://thehackernews.com/2026/07/threat-actors-probe-gitea-docker-...
CVE-2026-20896 https://cve.akaoma.com/cve-2026-20896 T3
Security Vulnerability
Analysis & Exploit
Details
CVE-2026-20896 - CVE https://www.cve.org/CVERecord?id=CVE-2026-20896 T1
Record
Known Exploited https://www.cisa.gov/known-exploited-vulnerabilities-catalog T1
Vulnerabilities Catalog |
CISA
NVD https://nvd.nist.gov/vuln/detail/CVE-2026-20896 T1
DISCLAIMER
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This intelligence report is produced by Tech Jacks Solutions Security Command Center (SCC) for informational purposes only. It does not constitute
professional security advice, legal counsel, or an incident response engagement. The information herein is derived from publicly available sources and
Al-assisted analysis; while every effort is made to ensure accuracy, Tech Jacks Solutions makes no warranties regarding completeness or timeliness.
Organizations should conduct their own validation and consult qualified security professionals before taking action based on this report. Tech Jacks
Solutions is not liable for any damages resulting from the use of this information.
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