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A sharp rise in the use of artificial intelligence (AI) to create child sexual abuse material has
sparked serious concern among international law enforcement agencies and child
protection organisations. The growing availability of lifelike yet entirely synthetic imagery is
complicating criminal investigations and raising urgent legal and ethical questions.

Authorities Sound Alarm Over Surge in AI-
Driven Abuse Content
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In a high-profile case earlier this year, a 29-year-old man in Denmark was convicted after
authorities uncovered more than 36,000 AI-generated abuse images in his possession. The
man, who had no prior criminal record, used AI tools to produce thousands of these images
each month and distributed them for profit online. During the investigation, he reportedly
claimed he was “among the world’s top 10” in creating such content, boasting of his ability
to make increasingly realistic depictions involving children of varying ages. According to
Danish broadcaster TV 2, the defendant even argued in court that his actions were justified,
claiming the use of fabricated images spared real children from harm. The court was not
swayed, and he was sentenced to one year and three months in prison.

The European Union Agency for Law Enforcement Cooperation (Europol), which
coordinated the international operation, has since identified 273 suspects and made 25
arrests across 19 countries, including France. Several of the man’s clients were also caught
up in the investigation. Europol Executive Director Catherine De Bolle issued a stern
warning about the growing threat, saying, “This is becoming a real problem for us; it is a
threat that is growing and accelerating.”

The use of AI to generate explicit content introduces unique legal complications. Unlike
traditional cases involving real victims, AI-generated images are not always covered under
existing child protection laws, particularly when no actual child was involved in the creation
of the material. This legal grey area has sparked debate among prosecutors and lawmakers
about how to update legislation to address the evolving technology.

Child advocacy groups and cybersecurity experts stress that while these images may not
depict real abuse, their production and distribution still normalise and encourage harmful
behaviour. Moreover, the ease of generating such content, requiring little technical
knowledge or direct criminal involvement, makes it an appealing tool for offenders seeking
to evade detection.

As the technology advances, authorities across Europe and beyond are calling for urgent
reforms, better cooperation, and updated legal frameworks to combat this rising digital
threat. The challenge ahead lies in staying ahead of the rapid pace of AI development while
ensuring justice and protection for vulnerable populations.


