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Keynote speech by Ms Maria Åsenius, Head of Cabinet of EU Commissioner Cecilia 
Malmström, at the LIBE hearing "Combating sexual abuse, sexual exploitation of children 
and child pornography" on 28 September 2010 

 

The Commission's proposal for a Directive on child sexual 
abuse, sexual exploitation and child pornography 

 
Ladies and Gentlemen, Honourable Members of the European 

Parliament, 

I am grateful for this opportunity to speak in front of you in this 

hearing on child sexual abuse, sexual exploitation and child 

pornography. Commissioner Malmström sends her personal and warm 

regards, and she would very much have liked to be here today.  

Being here today gives me a welcome opportunity to outline the 

thoughts behind the Commission's recent proposal for a Directive on 

child sexual abuse, sexual exploitation and child pornography, draw 

your attention to a few of its key elements and briefly respond to some 

criticism which has been levelled at  one of its provisions, concerning 

"internet blocking". 

I hardly need to explain why EU action to combat child sexual abuse 

and sexual exploitation is necessary. These are not are just terrible 
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crimes which inflict deep and long lasting harm on their victims.  

They are crimes committed against the most vulnerable; against 

persons that our society – as the Charter of Fundamental Rights 

reminds us – society has a moral and a legal duty to protect.   

The experts will have the occasion to give you more insight into today 

into data and research in this area.  But just a few figures to set the 

scene: as much as 10-20 percent of children in the EU may suffer 

some form of sexual crime during their childhood, hundreds of 

Internet sites disseminate child pornographic images – or as we ought 

to say "child abuse images", for that is of course what it, social chat 

rooms are increasingly exploited for grooming children, and "child sex 

tourism" is (sadly) something we all heard about. 

* * * 

To meet these challenges, the Commission proposed a Directive early 

this year.  The proposal is ambitious and – very deliberately – takes a 

comprehensive approach: it includes provisions not only on 

Prosecution of offenders, but also on Prevention of offences and on 

Protection of child victims. 
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In order to strengthen prosecution, the proposal asks Member States 

to approximate legislation on a comprehensive list of up to 22 

offences and on the levels of penalties for them depending on the 

gravity of each offence. They cover different forms of sexual abuse 

and sexual exploitation, particularly new forms made easier to commit 

as a result of new technology. This includes grooming through social 

chat rooms, or child pornography consisting in virtual child abuse 

images, which fuel the same market and the demand for children 

being abused. It also covers knowingly accessing child pornography 

without downloading files, which currently can be difficult or 

impossible to prosecute in some Member States. The offence of 

knowingly attending child pornographic performances will tackle 

situations involving the disturbing phenomenon of children being 

abused live online via web cameras. 

The proposal also aims to help police authorities investigating 

offences. They should have the possibility to conduct undercover 

operations and infiltrate paedophile rings, subject of course to national 

procedures and safeguards. It should be possible to bring charges even 

in the absence of reporting by child victims, and continuing legal 

proceedings even if child victims withdraw their statements. For the 
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most serious offences, offenders could be prosecuted many years after 

the event, to ensure that justice is done even where victims dare to 

come forward only as adults. 

Rules on so called extraterritorial jurisdiction would also be included 

to ensure that child sexual abusers from the EU can be prosecuted 

when they commit their crimes outside the EU.  This will help 

Member States tackle sex tourism more effectively.  And in the 

Commission's view, sex tourists should be prosecuted in the country 

where they live in the EU no matter if they are nationals of that 

country or from another Member State. 

To protect child victims of sexual abuse in criminal proceedings, the 

proposal would strengthen access to legal aid and, in some cases, a 

special representative to help the victim.  It would lay down rules on 

how police and judicial authorities should be trained in order to 

conduct interviews in a way which does not create additional trauma 

for the child. And the Directive recognises that very serious efforts 

must be made to identify children who are victims of child 

pornography crimes, in particular by analysing photographs or video 

recordings, and help them deal with their trauma.  
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The last big block is prevention.  We obviously need to do everything 

possible to prevent abuse from taking place at all, and this is probably 

the most difficult task of all. Educating children to recognize when 

they may be at risk of abuse or exploitation is a key tool in this 

context.  A number of EU actions and financial programmes, 

including Daphne and Safer Internet already exist in this area.  

* * * 

The draft Directive includes several other preventive measures, within 

the limits of what is legally possible in a criminal law instrument:  

First, research shows that special treatment or intervention 

programmes for offenders have a positive effect, and reduce the risk 

of re-offending for a considerable number of offenders.  The Directive 

would make such programmes available to all offenders, and also to 

persons that have not committed crimes yet, but fear that they may do 

so, and need help.  

Secondly, offenders who are excluded from working (paid or 

voluntary) with children in one Member State should not be allowed 

to do such work in other Member States either.  The Commission's 

proposal therefore contains a provision on mutual recognition and 
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exchange of information between members state s about so-called 

'disqualification orders'.  

Finally, the preventive measures in the draft Directive also seek to 

limit the distribution of internet child pornography. The provision 

dealing with that issue has attracted quite some attention, perhaps 

more than it deserves.  But let me say a few words about it: 

Child pornography – images of abused and raped children, or even 

infants – is a growing problem. According to the UN special 

rapporteur on the sale of children, child prostitution and child 

pornography, up to 200 new child abuse images are placed on the 

internet every day.  Information from different sources suggests that 

the images are becoming both more explicit and more violent. Law 

enforcement authorities such as EUROPOL argue that the large 

financial gain to be made is making the distribution ever more 

professionalised. 

The proposed Directive tackles this problem in two ways:  it imposes 

an obligation on Member States to remove child pornographic content 

from Internet sites at the source; and it requires Member States to 
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ensure that access by users to Internet sites which disseminate child 

pornography can be blocked.   

The Commission is therefore not proposing blocking of access instead 

of, or even as an alternative to, removal at source. Blocking is 

proposed as a complementary tool. There is no question of cutting off 

users' access to net; the idea is to prevent users from looking at those 

specific websites which disseminate child abuse images. 

Removal at source is, of course, the best solution; nobody question 

that, and Commission's proposal explicitly recognises that.  But 

removal at source is difficult to achieve in practice, and may even be 

impossible in some cases because the illegal content is hosted in 

different third countries, and may even move around between 

countries from day to day.  

The Commission is fully committed to working with third countries 

on this, and Commissioner Malmström has personally raised it with 

the United States and Russia in recent months.   

But, despite efforts from all actors, blocking of access by users 

remains in our view a necessary complementary tool. Only by 

combining blocking and removal at source can we realistically expect 



 

 8/8

to reduce the availability of child abuse images – making the trade in 

them less profitable – and limit the trauma experienced by victims 

when their images circulate on the Internet. At the same time, we will 

limit the risk of accidental viewing, giving people the confidence to 

surf freely on the Internet! 

The Commission and I personally, look forward to working with the 

LIBE, CULT and FEMM Committees to bring the debate forward, 

and hopefully see the Directive adopted soon. 

* * * 


