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Introduction 
The Observatory has published a series of publications on (digital) sexualised violence 
against children and youth. This includes a comprehensive Overview of criminal and 
family law regulations for the protection of children and youth from on- and offline 
sexualised violence in five EU Member States (Germany, France, Ireland, Sweden, and 
Spain) (Sprang / Westerholt 2025, only available in German).1 

This executive summary first contextualises the topic with  data and facts on sexualised 
violence against children and youth and offers an  overview of EU legislation. It then presents 
a  selection of the findings and explains these briefly. Following the discussion of criminal 
and family law, there are comparative tables ( general criminal law,  digital criminal law, 
 family law and criminal procedural regulations), directly comparing the respective national 
implementation of the individual criteria. 

Data and facts 
Sexualised violence against children and youth is on the rise in all of Europe: It is estimated 
that one in five children in Europe has experienced sexualised violence (EU COM 2024). In 
most cases, the children know the perpetrators, be it from their family environment or a sports 
club, for instance. Around 90 percent of perpetrators are male (UBSKM n.d. b). Sexualised 
violence is increasingly taking place online, facilitated by the anonymity and reach of the 
internet as well as technological advances. The effects of sexualised violence on children and 
youth are serious and have long-term consequences for affected persons (for more 
information, see Lange 2025a). 

Generally, children can never consent to sexual acts because they are not of the age of 
consent.2 Therefore, sexual acts involving children, even if the affected children have 
ostensibly given their consent, constitute sexualised violence and are punishable by law.  

In cases of sexualised violence against children and youth, perpetrators deliberately and 
consciously exercise power and control over a child. Sexuality is used as a means of exercising 
power. The perpetrators manipulate both the affected child and, in some cases, their protective 
environment to conceal their actions and reduce the likelihood of being detected (UBSKM, 
n.d. b).  

 
1 In addition to the Overview, the publication series includes an Expertise presenting existing and envisioned EU measures to 
combat and prevent (digital) sexualised violence against children and youth (Lange 2025a). An accompanying Dossier provides 
a concise explanation of all aspects of combating and preventing (digital) sexualised violence across Europe (Lange 2025b).  
2 The age of consent varies depending on the national context and laws. 

https://beobachtungsstelle-gesellschaftspolitik.de/f/9c78fdf5a4.pdf
https://beobachtungsstelle-gesellschaftspolitik.de/f/69e4741323.pdf
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What does the EU do?3 
EU legislation in the form of Directives and Regulations influences national legal provisions. 
Regulations are directly enforceable as national law, whereas Directives set minimum 
standards that must be met by means of national legislation.  

The following section first outlines existing EU legislation already influencing national 
provisions. It then briefly discusses current negotiations on EU level, the outcome of which 
may also shape national regulations. 

Existing EU legislation 
The existing Directive 2011/92/EU on combating the sexual abuse and sexual exploitation of 
children and child pornography harmonises the definition of criminal offences related to 
sexualised violence and sexual exploitation of children as well as to child sexual abuse 
material4 (CSAM) across all EU Member States. It also sets minimum requirements for criminal 
sanctions, contains provisions on the removal of child sexual abuse material from the internet 
and provides guidance to Member States on the interrogation of children in court proceedings. 
The minimum standards set by the Directive have to be transposed into national law by the 
Member States.5 

In addition, the Digital Services Act (DSA) entered into force in February 2025. Being a 
Regulation, the DSA applies directly in all Member States. Among other provisions, it assigns 
greater responsibility to online platforms when it comes to preventing or removing illegal or 
harmful online activities and content, including child sexual abuse material (Article 28). The 
national regulatory authorities (Digital Services Coordinators) have to ensure that Article 28 
DSA is implemented by online platforms based in their country (Article 49). Meanwhile, the 
European Commission is responsible for the implementation of the DSA regarding very large 
online platforms (VLOPs), such as Meta and TikTok, and can impose heavy fines for non-
compliance (Articles 33 to 43) (Freshfields 2024).6 In July 2025, the Commission adopted 
guidelines on the protection of minors under the DSA and presented a  age-verification 
blueprintThe guidelines are not binding but concretise Article 28 DSA by providing national 
government authorities with guidance on what constitutes safe default settings: for instance, 
setting minors’ accounts to private by default or blocking downloads and screenshots of 
content posted by minors. The age-verification blueprint is currently being tested in five 
countries (Denmark, France, Greece, Italy, and Spain).  

In addition, the new Directive 2024/171/EU on preventing and combating trafficking in human 
beings and protecting its victims came into force in July 2024 and must be transposed into 
national law by 2026. The Directive focuses on persons affected by human trafficking and 

 
3 A more detailed overview of EU measures in the area of sexualised violence against children and youth can be found in the 
Observatory’s Expertise (Lange 2025a). 
4 Child sexual abuse material can be photographs or video material depicting sexual acts on or in front of children and youth 
(UBSKM, n.d. a). 
5 An insight into the relevant national regulations is provided in the following chapter as well as in the detailed Overview by the 
Observatory (Sprang / Westerholt 2025). 
6 Formal proceedings have been underway against Facebook and Instagram since April 2024 (EU COM 2025b). 

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:32011L0093
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:32011L0093
https://commission.europa.eu/strategy-and-policy/priorities-2019-2024/europe-fit-digital-age/digital-services-act_de
https://digital-strategy.ec.europa.eu/en/library/commission-publishes-guidelines-protection-minors
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=OJ:L_202401712
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=OJ:L_202401712
https://beobachtungsstelle-gesellschaftspolitik.de/f/9c78fdf5a4.pdf
https://beobachtungsstelle-gesellschaftspolitik.de/f/a28f8cc07d.pdf
https://beobachtungsstelle-gesellschaftspolitik.de/f/a28f8cc07d.pdf
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explicitly addresses the needs and rights of children and youth. For instance, the Member 
States must ensure that affected young persons have rapid access to safe accommodation, 
legal aid, and child-friendly care to avoid further traumatisation during the proceedings (DIMR 
2024). The implementation of the Directive may have an impact on criminal law provisions 
relating to the sexual exploitation of minors in the individual Member States.7 

Moreover, there is Directive 2012/29/EU on the rights of victims, which is the most important 
instrument at EU level for all people affected by crime, including sexualised violence.8 It was 
adopted in 2012 and entered into force in the Member States in 2015. An evaluation was 
scheduled after five years of application of the Directive. A proposal for a revision has been 
under discussion since 2023. 

Current negotiations 
To better protect children from sexualised violence, two European Commission legislative 
proposals are currently being negotiated by the Council of the EU and the European 
Parliament: One is a revision of Directive 2011/93/EU on combating the sexual abuse and 
sexual exploitation of children and child pornography (CSA-D), and the other a proposal for a 
new Regulation laying down rules to prevent and combat child sexual abuse (CSA-R). The 
objective of both legislative initiatives is to adapt existing regulations for the protection of 
children and youth against sexualised violence to new technological circumstances. 

The proposed Regulation, for instance, provides for a European Centre to prevent and counter 
child sexual abuse. This institution is to coordinate measures at EU level, provide expertise 
and cooperate with police and companies to combat CSAM online.  

Meanwhile, the proposal for the revision of the Directive provides, among other measures, that 
all forms of sexualised violence against children and youth, including those enabled or 
facilitated by technological developments, are to be criminalised. This includes the creation of 
new criminal offences or the extension and clarification of existing ones, for instance in relation 
to AI-generated CSAM, online grooming9, and live streaming of sexualised violence10.  

 
7 Research is current as of the end of June 2025, unless otherwise indicated. Regarding Germany and Ireland, for instance, draft 
laws from October 2025 implementing the Directive were taken into account as well. 
8 This is also the first EU Directive to mention gender identity and gender expression. 
9 Online grooming is the deliberate initiation of sexual contact with children and youth online (BKA 2025). 
10 Live streaming means the live transmission of sexualised violence against children and youth via information and communica-
tion technology, which is viewed by people who tune in online. Either the perpetrator instructs children and youth directly in the 
livestream to perform sexual acts on themselves, or the sexualised violence is carried out by a third party (WeProtect Global 
Alliance 2024). 

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:32012L0029
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/HTML/?uri=CELEX:52023PC0424
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/HTML/?uri=CELEX:52024PC0060
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/HTML/?uri=CELEX:52024PC0060
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A52022PC0209
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Regulation regarding sexualised violence against 
children and youth in Germany, France, Ireland, 
Sweden, and Spain 
The EU’s guidelines in various policy areas indicate that combating sexualised violence 
against children and youth requires a holistic approach. Such an approach must coordinate 
and combine prevention, legislative and political measures, detection, technological solutions, 
obligations of online service providers, law enforcement, and support for young people affected 
by violence. In addition to criminal and family law regulations, effective prevention and support 
measures are thus particularly relevant. 

The following explanations provide an insight into the national implementation and design of 
regulations to combat sexualised violence against children and youth in  criminal law in 
general and in the  digital space specifically, as well as in  family law and criminal 
procedural regulations in Germany, France, Ireland, Sweden, and Spain. This is followed by 
selected examples from these countries regarding regulations on  prevention.  

The discussion of criminal and family law regulations is followed by comparative tables 
( general criminal law,  digital criminal law,  family law and criminal procedural 
regulations), directly comparing the respective national provisions. More detailed country 
tables can be found in an overview provided by the Observatory (Sprang / Westerholt 2025).  

The comparative criteria were selected because they either aim to protect children and youth 
from sexualised violence or to provide the best possible support to affected children and youth.  

The criteria of criminal law regulations ensure, for instance, that acts against children are 
defined as sexualised violence, and that perpetrators can be prosecuted and sentenced 
accordingly. Among other provisions, it is important that sexual acts including children below 
a certain age are automatically considered sexualised violence. In addition, there must be 
sufficiently long limitation periods. At the same time, criminal law regulations distinguish acts 
of sexualised violence against children and youth from consensual acts between peers and 
give the courts the option of refraining from punishment in the latter case. 

The criteria of family law regulations ensure above all that affected children (and youth) 
encounter a child-friendly justice system that protects them from further harm. This includes, 
among other things, ensuring that interrogations are conducted in a child-friendly manner, that 
children receive appropriate support before and during the trial, and that their opinions/views 
are heard. 

https://beobachtungsstelle-gesellschaftspolitik.de/f/a28f8cc07d.pdf
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General criminal law 

Age of consent 
The age of sexual consent (in Germany also known as the age of protection) is 
determined by law in each country individually (PACE 2015: 29). Children below the 
respective age cannot consent to sexual acts. 

The age of sexual consent varies among the countries considered: IRELAND has the highest 
age of consent among the countries examined, at 17, and GERMANY has the lowest, at 14. 
SPAIN raised the age of consent from 13 to 16 in 2015. SWEDEN and FRANCE set the age of 
consent at 15 years old. 

Higher age of consent in cases involving authority or 
kinship relationships 
In cases involving a relationship of authority or kinship, a higher age of consent may be 
advisable, given the special relationship between the affected person and the 
perpetrator as well as the existing power imbalance (Bouzikou/Knabenschuh 2023: 10). 

In SWEDEN, GERMANY, IRELAND, and FRANCE, a higher age of consent applies in cases where 
there is a relationship of authority or kinship. Only SPAIN does not provide for a higher age of 
consent in cases where a relationship of dependency, superiority, or kinship is exploited. 
However, the general age of consent in SPAIN (16 years old) is already relatively high 
compared to other countries. 

Consensual sexual acts between peers of same age 
Protection from criminal prosecution for consensual sexual acts between peers is 
recommended by, among others, the Council of Europe’s Lanzarote Committee, the UN 
Committee on the Rights of the Child, and the European Child Sexual Abuse Legislation 
Advocacy Group (ECLAG) (ECLAG 2024: 2; Lanzarote Committee 2019; CRC 2016). 
These institutions also recommend refraining from punishing the exchange of intimate 
content between peers, as criminalisation may stigmatise children and lead them to 
seek less help in dealing with abuse risks or reporting cases of abuse (ECLAG 2024: 3; 
Lanzarote Committee 2022, 2019). However, children’s rights organisations point out 
the dangers of sharing intimate images, even among peers, and generally advise 
against it (IWF n.d.). 

All examined countries refrain from imposing penalties for consensual sexual acts between 
young people who have reached the age of consent as well as children or youth who are below 
that age. There are differences in whether only the age difference (FRANCE) or other aspects 
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like a similar level of maturity or responsibility (GERMANY, SWEDEN, SPAIN, and IRELAND) are 
taken into account.  

Of the countries examined, only SWEDEN refrains from imposing penalties in connection with 
consensual sharing of intimate images between peers. The four other countries do not provide 
for this in their criminal law regulations.  

Detour: Consent to sexual acts above the age of consent 
However, these regulations explicitly only apply if the sexual acts were consensual. 
There must be explicit and unambiguous consent to the act. To this end, ECLAG 
recommends an approach of explicit consent (“only yes means yes”) (ECLAG 2024: 3). 

Consent to sexual acts is defined differently in the criminal law of the countries in question: in 
FRANCE, SWEDEN, and SPAIN, the principal of affirmative consent (also known as the “only yes 
means yes” rule) applies. According to this , consent to a sexual act only exists if this consent 
has been expressed clearly and freely. In IRELAND, affirmative consent also exists in law but is 
not applied in practice. In GERMANY, in contrast, the “no means no” principle applies. According 
to this rule, any sexual act performed against the discernible will of another person is 
punishable by law. 

Statute of limitations 
Children affected by sexualised violence need an average of between 17 and 21 years 
to tell other persons about the crime. Around 60 to 70 percent of survivors only talk 
about it in adulthood; 27.8 percent never do (Halvorsen et al. 2020: 2). This is due to the 
existing stigma surrounding the issue, as well as perpetrator strategies such as threats, 
blame, and manipulation as well as the traumatic experience itself. Many affected 
persons feel shame, guilt, and self-reproach. As a result, they often report crimes only 
decades later, if ever (McElvaney et al. 2020: 77). To ensure prosecution, sufficiently 
long limitation periods are therefore essential. 

In the digital realm, the additional aspect arises that CSAM can reappear even after it 
has been deleted, thus leading to re-victimisation, i.e. renewed harm to affected 
persons, even years later (IMF 2023). 

All the countries examined have statutes of limitations for cases of child rape that extend into 
the later adult years of the affected person. In FRANCE the statute of limitations expires when 
the affected person reaches the age of 48, in GERMANY when they reach the age of 50, and in 
SPAIN when they reach the age of 55. SWEDEN and IRELAND have abolished the statute of 
limitations for this offence altogether, meaning that affected persons can report offences and 
thus launch prosecution procedures throughout their entire lives. 

Special protection for vulnerable groups 
Globally, children with disabilities are approximately 2.9 times more likely to be affected 
by sexualised violence than children without disabilities (Pan American Health 
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Organization 2012). In Germany, for instance, girls and women with disabilities aged 
between 15 and 65 are two to three times more likely to have experienced sexual abuse 
in childhood and adolescence than the average female population (UBSKM n.d. c). 

All countries considered recognise this and include persons with disabilities, 
regardless of their age, as persons in need of special protection in the respective 
criminal law regulations. 

In addition, SPAIN grants persons affected by sexualised violence who are in an irregular 
legal/administrative situation the same rights as persons with legal residence status. 
Furthermore, all minors in SPAIN are explicitly protected, regardless of their nationality or 
current residence status. 
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General criminal law provisions 

Table 1: Comparison of criminal law regulation regarding sexualised violence against children and youth (selection) 

Criterion Germany France Ireland Sweden Spain 

Age of consent 14 years 15 years 17 years 15 years 16 years 

Higher age of consent in 
cases involving authority 
or kinship relationships 

Yes Yes 

 

Yes Yes No 

Refraining from 
punishment for consensual 
sexual acts between peers  

Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Sentence for rape / severe  
sexual abuse of children 

At least two years 
imprisonment, in 
severe cases at 
least five years 

20 years At least 15 years, 
with a maximum of 
life sentence in 
cases involving 
children below the 
age of 15; 
maximum of seven 
years in cases 
involving children 
below the age of 17 

Minimum three and 
maximum six years; 
in severe cases 
minimum five and 
maximum ten years 

Eight to twelve 
years; in severe 
cases twelve to 15 
years. 
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Sentence for other sexual 
acts involving physical 
contact with children 

Imprisonment of at 
least one year 

Imprisonment of ten 
years and fine of 
150,000 euro  

For a 
misdemeanour: 
Fine of up to 5,000 
euro and/or 
imprisonment for a 
maximum of twelve 
months; for a 
criminal offence: 
Fine and/or 
imprisonment for a 
maximum of ten 
years. 

Imprisonment of at 
least six months 
and a maximum of 
two years; in severe 
cases minimum of 
six months and 
maximum of six 
years. 

Imprisonment of two 
to six years; in 
severe cases five to 
ten years. 

Statutes of limitation for 
rape / severe sexual abuse 
of children 

20 years after the 
affected person’s 
30th birthday 

30 years after the 
affected person 
reaches adult age 

None None 20 years after the 
affected person’s 
35th birthday 

Regulation on affirmative 
consent to sexual acts 
(“Only yes means yes”) 

No Yes Yes, but not applied 
in practice 

Yes Yes 

Special legal protection for 
persons with disabilities 

Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Authors’ illustration 
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Criminal law regulations in the digital space 

Criminal offences in the digital space 
The digital space has brought a new dimension to violence against children and youth. 
Existing forms of violence are changing and finding their digital equivalents (Lange 
2025a). To enable the adequate prosecution of perpetrators under criminal law, some 
countries have incorporated new explicit criminal offences into their respective criminal 
codes. 

All examined countries legislate against the production, distribution, and publication of CSAM. 
The latter can be photographs or video material depicting sexual acts on or in front of children 
and youth (UBSKM, n.d. a). GERMANY, FRANCE, SPAIN, and IRELAND include all persons under 
the age of 18 in these criminal offences, not just those under the age of sexual consent. Only 
SWEDEN makes an exception in this regard and merely covers persons who have not yet 
reached puberty or who are under the age of 18. In practice, this means that, for a conviction 
to be made, it must be clearly established that the affected person is under the age of 18 if 
they have already reached puberty.  

Moreover, SPAIN and FRANCE explicitly criminalise online grooming, i.e. the deliberate initiation 
of sexual contact with children and youth online. In GERMANY, section 176b of the criminal code 
(§ 176b StGB) is interpreted as including online grooming as a criminal offence. In addition to 
an explicit criminal offence for online grooming, SPAIN and FRANCE also explicitly regulate the 
distribution of AI-generated CSAM as a separate criminal offence. AI-generated CSAM can be 
images that are completely artificially generated as well as images based on real pictures of 
children (ECPAT International 2025). FRANCE has furthermore introduced a specific criminal 
offence for sexual extortion, i.e. threatening to publish nude pictures or videos of a person 
online.
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Comparison of criminal law regulation on digital sexualised violence (selection) 

Table 2: Comparison of criminal law regulation on digital sexualised violence (selection) 

Criterion Germany France Ireland Sweden Spain 

Criminal offence of CSAM 
covers all persons under 
the age of 18 

Yes Yes Yes No, covers persons 
who have not yet 
reached puberty or 
who are under the 
age of 18 

Yes 

Refraining from 
punishment for the 
exchange of consensual 
intimate images between 
peers  

No No No Yes No 

Sentence for distributing 
CSAM 

For CSAM involving 
children under the 
age of 14, 
imprisonment of six 
months to ten years; 
involving youth aged 
14 and over, 
imprisonment for up 

Imprisonment of five 
years and a fine of 
75,000 euro; in 
severe cases, 
imprisonment of 
seven years and a 
fine of 100,000 euro 

For a 
misdemeanour, a 
fine and/or 
imprisonment of up 
to twelve months; 
for a criminal 
offence, a fine 
and/or 

Maximum of two 
years; for minor 
offence, a fine or 
imprisonment for a 
maximum of six 
months; in severe 
cases, between one 
and six years 

One to five years; in 
severe cases, five to 
nine years 
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to three years or a 
fine 

imprisonment of up 
to 14 years 

Other criminal offences in 
the digital space 

Covered by existing 
law, § 176b is in 
practice interpreted 
as covering the 
criminal offence of 
online grooming  

Separate criminal 
offences for online 
grooming, sexual 
extortion, and AI-
generated CSAM 

Covered by existing 
law, no explicit 
criminal offences 

Covered by existing 
law, no explicit 
criminal offences 

Separate criminal 
offences for online 
grooming and AI-
generated CSAM 
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Family law and criminal procedural regulations 

Child-friendly justice system 
Children and youth may encounter the justice system in various situations, including 
being witnesses in criminal proceedings relating to offences in which they themselves 
were affected. In such situations, children and youth have specific needs. To adequately 
meet these needs, child-friendly justice has become increasingly established 
internationally (Funke 2024). Justice accordingly has to be “accessible, age 
appropriate, speedy, diligent, adapted to and focused on the needs of the child” (CoE 
2012: 17). To achieve this, various criteria must be met. 

Support and/or representation of children in court proceedings 
For instance, children and youth should have access to support from specifically 
trained and qualified professionals who can assist them and, where applicable and 
appropriate, their families during the proceedings (ECOSOC 2005). 

Regarding this kind of support, children and youth in all examined countries have the right to 
legal representation in court proceedings.   

Hearing/interrogation of children in court 
It is also important that children are given the opportunity to express their opinions and 
be heard (Funke 2024: 15). 

In all examined countries, children have the fundamental right to be heard. In some cases, this 
right may be restricted under certain circumstances. 

To avoid or circumvent a hearing of affected children and youth in court, a pre-recorded 
video of the child’s interrogation can be used instead. Among other provisions, this is 
to help avoiding a secondary victimisation of the affected children and youth due to 
repeated questioning or confrontation with the perpetrator in court (Greijer / Wenke 
2023: 21). 

The option for children and youth to record statements on video is available in all examined 
countries.   

To ensure that the child feels comfortable expressing their own opinion, interrogations 
should be conducted in a manner that is as child-friendly as possible. Both the 
environment in which the interrogation takes place and how it is conducted are crucial 
(ibid.). 

All countries examined have guidelines for child-friendly interrogations. These sometimes 
relate to the training and specialisation of professional staff, the premises used, and the 
methods and procedures applied. In SPAIN and SWEDEN, these guidelines are laid down by 
law. 
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The Barnahus model 
An example for child-friendly premises and equipment for the interrogation of children 
is Barnahus. The Barnahus model is not only characterised by its child-friendly 
atmosphere but also brings all necessary services for children and youth affected by 
(sexualised) violence together under one roof. Instead of, for instance, a child being 
interrogated multiple times by different authorities such as the police, the judiciary, 
social services, and medical professionals, everything can be performed in parallel and 
in a child-friendly and safe environment at the Barnahus. This significantly reduces 
stress and trauma for the child (Johansson / Stefansen 2020).  

The Barnahus model is being used in all five countries, though in different forms and to varying 
degrees. SWEDEN has a total of 33 Barnahus centres in 247 of its 290 municipalities, thus 
covering 85 percent of the country, and always conduct interrogations of children in Barnahus 
if possible. In GERMANY, there are currently eleven Barnahus (named Childhood-Haus) and 
several child protection centres that do not belong to the Childhood Foundation. In IRELAND, 
there are two Barnahus with a third in the planning stage. In FRANCE, the Barnahus model is 
used as Barnahus-like services and is directly integrated into a total of 145 children’s wards in 
hospitals. In SPAIN, the model exists in twelve of 19 autonomous communities, but the design 
varies depending on the region (either Barnahus, Barnahus-like services, or other 
multidisciplinary and inter-agency services). 

Mandatory training for judges 
Judges should receive special training and qualifications for proceedings involving 
children. This is to ensure that children are treated in a manner appropriate to their age 
and vulnerable situation (Funke 2024: 39). 

SPAIN has numerous requirements for judges regarding their specialisation and further training, 
including in the area of sexualised violence. In FRANCE, there is a general obligation for judges 
to undergo further training, though without prescribed content. Although there is no nation-wide 
obligation for further training in GERMANY, it does exist in some federal states. In addition, 
family court judges must meet certain requirements. Judges in juvenile courts in IRELAND11 are 
also required to complete relevant training and further education courses. SWEDEN does not 
require judges to undergo further training. These can be taken on a voluntary basis.

 
11 However, the requirements for appointing judges to a juvenile court have been criticised. 
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Comparison of family law and criminal procedural regulations 

Table 3: Comparison of family law (selection) 

Criterion Germany France Ireland Sweden Spain 

Children’s right to 
be heard in legal 
proceedings 

Fundamentally yes, 
restrictions may apply 

As of the age of 7, 
restrictions may apply 

Fundamentally yes,  
restrictions may apply 

As of the age of 15, 
under the age of 15 
upon own request 

No age limit, 
restrictions may apply 

National obligation 
to (further) training 
for judges 

No12, but specific 
requirements for 
judges in family law  

General obligation, 
but no prescribed 
content 

No, but specific 
requirements for 
judges in juvenile 
courts 

No Specific training 
courses regarding 
sexualised violence 

Application of the 
Barnahus Model 

Yes, total of eleven 
“Childhood-Häuser”  

Yes, Barnahus-like 
services at children’s 
wards in hospitals 
(total of 145) 

Yes, currently two 
Barnahus with a third 
in planning stage 

Yes, total of 33 
Barnahus (coverage 
of 85 percent) 

Yes, in twelve of 19 
autonomous 
provinces, but 
different 
arrangements/designs 
depending on the 
region  

Authors’ illustration 

 
12 In some German federal states, there are mandatory trainings for judges. For the other countries examined, such regional specifics were not researched. 
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Table 4: Comparison of criminal procedural regulations (selection) 

Criterion Germany France Ireland Sweden Spain 

Possibility of video 
testimony for children 

Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Legal representative for 
children in court 
proceedings 

Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Authors’ illustration 
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Prevention 
To comprehensively protect children and youth from sexualised violence, further 
measures are needed, going beyond criminal and family law regulations. For instance, 
wide-ranging prevention and awareness-raising measures for children, parents, 
professionals, and society are important. Perpetrator-focused prevention programmes 
are also essential to prevent (repeated) offences. 

In the digital space, it is furthermore important to hold digital providers accountable for 
identifying and removing CSAM on their platforms. Special prevention and awareness-
raising measures are also needed to combat digital sexualised violence. 

As the measures in prevention and awareness-raising have not been sufficiently researched, 
no comparison can be made here. Instead, a few spotlights from the examined countries are 
explained in more detail. These are not exhaustive.  

Raising awareness among professionals, children, and caretakers or 
guardians 
In order to detect and prevent abuse, it is essential to raise awareness among 
professionals who work with children, as well as parents and other caretakers, about 
signs of sexualised violence. 

Comprehensive sexuality education for children and youth is crucial to protect them 
from sexualised violence. It can strengthen young people’s self-esteem and resilience 
and teach them to recognise and set boundaries. At the same time, perpetrators’ tactics 
with regard to sexualised violence can be explained and children can be informed about 
counselling and support services (more on this in Lange 2025a). 

SPAIN, for instance, has comprehensive regulations for the initial vocational training and 
continuing education of all persons working in fields where they may come into contact with 
the issue of sexualised violence against children and youth. This includes teachers, healthcare 
professionals, social services workers, and legal professionals, among others. One objective 
is to ensure that sexualised violence (with a focus on minors) is recognised and prevented.  

In FRANCE, the educational code stipulates that at least one information and awareness-raising 
event on the subject of child sexual abuse, particularly in the domestic context, must be 
included in the curriculum of all pupils. These events, organised upon initiative of the 
institution’s management, involve not only families and all staff, but also state public services, 
local authorities, and associations interested in child protection. Since 2024, awareness-raising 
measures for pupils and parents on the risks regarding internet usage and AI-generated 
content have also been provided for. A new educational programme launched in 2025 on the 
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topics of emotional and relationship life as well as sexuality aims, among other objectives, at 
empowering children to seek help if they experience violence or harassment. 

Involving affected persons in policymaking 
Including the perspectives of those affected is key to taking an evidence-based 
approach to policy-making. Affected persons are familiar with the strategies used by 
perpetrators, which is crucial for the development of targeted and effective prevention 
and awareness-raising measures (CoE 2024). In addition, they have a more 
comprehensive view of the long-term consequences of experiences of violence and of 
the gaps in the support systems (WeProtect Global Alliance n.d.).  

In GERMANY, there are comprehensive national structures to ensure prevention and 
awareness-raising. Since 2015, these have included a voluntary council of affected persons, 
which supports the work of the Independent Federal Commissioner Against Child Sexual 
Abuse (UBSKM). This council consists of 18 members who are appointed for a term of five 
years. The council of affected persons has been enshrined in law since January 2025.  

After abuse cases within the Church came to light, the IRISH government introduced 
legislative changes and further political measures to address and prevent sexualised 
violence. Among other provisions, a law to support survivors of abuse in care homes and 
similar institutions was published in mid-July 2025. The draft law was developed with the 
involvement of affected persons. 

Research and data collection 
The Lanzarote Committee emphasises the importance of collecting and collating 
reliable data from different sectors to develop effective child protection measures 
(Lanzarote Committee 2025). 

In SWEDEN, Barnafrid is a national centre of expertise on violence against children. It was 
commissioned by the government in 2015 to collect and disseminate knowledge about 
violence and abuse against children. 

In GERMANY, too, a new research centre on sexualised violence against children and youth 
(ZEFSG) is being established at the German Youth Institute (Deutsches Jugendinstitut e.V.). 
As part of the nationwide youth study on violence experiences and their consequences “Safe!”, 
10,000 young people in the 9th grade will be surveyed in 2026. The study is to investigate the 
extent of sexualised, physical, and psychological violence as well as neglect. It will record 
experiences of digital sexualised violence, help-seeking, and reporting behaviour, and the 
consequences for health and quality of life of youth. The results are to provide a basis for 
evidence-based policy, prevention, and support measures regarding sexualised violence.  

Age verification in the digital space 
Children and youth are spending increasing amounts of time online. While this may 
offer opportunities, it also carries risks, particularly due to the growing threat of 
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sexualised violence online (for more on this issue, see Lange 2025a). One approach to 
protecting children is to introduce effective age verification for certain websites or 
selected apps (EU COM 2025a). 

In SPAIN, the Cartera Digital Beta app is being developed as an age verification tool to block 
minors from accessing inappropriate content (Torres Menárguez/Valdés 2024). 

Furthermore, FRANCE and SPAIN are two of five countries testing the age verification blueprint 
presented by the EU in July 2025. This system can be integrated into existing national solutions 
or used as a stand-alone tool. 

After an initial attempt in 2023 to introduce a “digital legal age of majority”, the FRENCH 

president announced in June 2025 that he intends to ban access to social media for children 
under the age of 15 nationwide.  

In GERMANY, the Fraunhofer Institute for Secure Information Technology (SIT) was in spring 
2024 contracted to develop a project for age verification with a minimum of data transfers. The 
objective of the system is to enable all people to prove their age online without having to open 
an account or give their date of birth to a company (zero-knowledge proof).   
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