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A Columbus man just became the first person convicted under the 2025 Take It Down Act,
and the technical sophistication of his operation—100+ Al models across 24 platforms in
seven months—reveals how badly the industry underestimated the weaponization velocity
of consumer-grade generative Al

The News: What Prosecutors Just Proved in Federal Court

On April 8, 2026, James Strahler I, 37, of Columbus, Ohio, pleaded guilty to three federal
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charges: cyberstalking, producing obscene visual representations of child sexual abuse, and
publication of digital forgeries under the Take It Down Act. This marks the first conviction
under the federal law signed in 2025, establishing criminal precedent for prosecuting Al-
generated child sexual abuse material (CSAM) and non-consensual intimate imagery.

The scale matters. Between December 2024 and June 2025, Strahler used over 100 distinct
Al models across more than 24 platforms—all accessible from his phone—to generate
explicit content. He created and posted more than 700 Al-generated CSAM images to an
abuse website, morphing the faces of local minor boys onto bodies engaged in sexual acts.
Investigators found an additional 2,400 images and videos on his device flagged for nudity,
morphed CSAM, or violence.

The operation wasn't limited to CSAM. Strahler targeted at least six adult women with Al-
generated pornographic deepfake videos, distributing them directly to the victims’
coworkers. He sent threatening voicemails referencing victims' home addresses while
demanding nude photos from mothers. The EBl investigation involved the Maryland Al and
Synthetic Media Threats Task Force, signaling the bureau’s recognition that synthetic
media crimes require specialized forensic capabilities.

Arrests came in June 2025 after reports to the Hilliard Police Department and Delaware
County Sheriff's Office. The seven-month crime spree ended with a guilty plea to all three
charges, the sentencing for which is still pending as of this writing.

Why This Matters: The Precedent Problem

First convictions under new laws create the interpretive framework that every subsequent
prosecution will reference. This case establishes several critical precedents that CTOs and
platform operators need to understand.

Cross-Platform Orchestration Is Now Prosecutable

Strahler’s use of 100+ models across 24+ platforms demonstrates a prosecution theory
that treats the aggregate behavior—not individual platform usage—as the criminal act. This

u

matters because the Take It Down Act'’s “publication of digital forgeries” charge doesn’t

require that the generation and distribution occur on the same platform. Prosecutors
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successfully argued that orchestrating multiple tools to produce and distribute non-
consensual intimate imagery constitutes a unified criminal scheme.

For platform operators, this means your service being one node in a multi-platform abuse
chain creates legal exposure regardless of whether the final publication occurs elsewhere.
The ABA Journal's analysis notes that this interpretation significantly expands potential
liability for Al service providers who enable generation even without hosting distribution.

Mobile-First Abuse Infrastructure

Every image in this case was generated from a phone. Not a custom rig. Not cloud compute
spun up for training runs. Consumer mobile devices now have sufficient local inference
capabilities—or sufficient access to cloud APIs—to enable industrial-scale abuse
production. The 700+ CSAM images posted, plus 2,400 additional flagged images on-
device, represent an output volume that would have required significant technical
resources five years ago.

The technical barrier to entry for Al-enabled sexual crimes has effectively collapsed. Any
mitigation strategy that assumes specialized knowledge or infrastructure requirements is
already obsolete.

The Harassment Multiplier Effect

Strahler’s targeting of six adult women with deepfakes distributed to coworkers, combined
with threatening voicemails referencing home addresses, demonstrates how generative Al
amplifies traditional harassment patterns. The deepfakes weren't the end goal—they were
leverage for extortion demands.

This “synthetic media as coercion tool” pattern will define a significant portion of Al abuse
cases going forward. The images themselves cause harm, but their primary function in
many cases is to manufacture leverage for additional criminal demands. Prosecutors
treated this correctly by including cyberstalking charges alongside the synthetic media
charges.
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Technical Depth: What “100+ Models Across 24
Platforms” Actually Means

Let’s unpack the operational architecture that prosecutors documented, because
understanding how this worked is essential for building effective countermeasures.

The Model Diversity Strategy

Using 100+ models isn't random tool-switching—it's a deliberate evasion technique.
Different models have different content policies, different safety classifiers, different failure
modes. An image that one model refuses to generate might succeed on another. A prompt
that triggers safety filters in one system might pass undetected in a system trained with
different guardrails.

The model diversity also provides operational security. If a single platform detects abuse
and bans the account, 23 others remain operational. If one model’s outputs get flagged by
CSAM detection systems, outputs from different models with different stylistic signatures
might evade the same classifiers.

This is adversarial machine learning in practice: treating safety systems as obstacles to
route around rather than barriers to respect.

The Platform Arbitrage Problem

The 24+ platforms represent a failure of industry coordination. Strahler was able to
maintain active accounts generating abuse content across two dozen services
simultaneously for seven months. This indicates that:

* Cross-platform ban coordination is functionally nonexistent. A ban on Platform A
didn't trigger review on Platforms B through Z.

e Account verification requirements failed. Creating and maintaining 24+ active
accounts suggests minimal identity verification across the ecosystem.

» Usage pattern detection didn’t flag the anomaly. Someone rapidly iterating across
100+ models producing similar content types should trigger behavioral analytics. It
apparently didn't.
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The technical capability exists to detect this pattern. The infrastructure to share detection
signals across platforms does not, or wasn’t used effectively.

The Content Pipeline

Generating 700+ posted images (plus 2,400+ on-device) in seven months represents
roughly 15 images per day, every day, for the duration of the crime spree. This volume
reveals a sophisticated content generation pipeline:

Input Stage: Photographs of victims (local minor boys, adult women) were collected and
preprocessed. Face extraction and alignment would be necessary for consistent results
across models.

Generation Stage: Multiple models were prompted with varying approaches until
satisfactory outputs were achieved. The model diversity suggests significant prompt
engineering across different architectures (likely spanning diffusion models, GANs, and
hybrid approaches).

Post-Processing Stage: Raw outputs would require curation—selecting the most realistic
results, potentially combining outputs, adjusting for consistency.

Distribution Stage: Final images were uploaded to abuse websites and sent directly to
harassment targets.

This is a production workflow. The defendant wasn’t experimenting—he was operating at
scale.

The Contrarian Take: What Most Coverage Gets Wrong

Media coverage of this case focuses on the legal milestone: first conviction under the Take
It Down Act. That's important, but it misses the more troubling technical story.

This Case Isn't About One Criminal—It's About System Design

James Strahler is a 37-year-old with no documented background in machine learning or
software engineering. He used consumer tools on a phone. The fact that he was able to
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access 100+ models across 24+ platforms, generate thousands of abuse images, operate
for seven months, and only get caught because victims reported to local police—not
because any platform detected the abuse—represents a fundamental failure of safety
architecture across the entire generative Al ecosystem.

The conviction is a success for prosecutors. It's an indictment of the industry.

Detection Systems Are Optimized for the Wrong Threat Model

Current Al safety systems focus heavily on blocking generation at the prompt level:
keyword filters, classifier-based content moderation, RLHF training to refuse harmful
requests. Strahler's operation proves these barriers are trivially circumvented through
model diversity and prompt engineering.

The industry has invested billions in making models refuse direct harmful requests. It has
invested comparatively little in detecting abuse patterns that emerge from combining
outputs across multiple sessions, accounts, or platforms. The threat model assumes a user
asks one model to do one bad thing. The reality is adversarial users orchestrate many
models to do many small things that compose into harmful outputs.

The CSAM Detection Infrastructure Didn't Catch This

Platforms claim they scan for CSAM using hash-matching systems like PhotoDNA. But Al-
generated CSAM produces novel images that don't match existing hashes. The 700+
images posted to the abuse website weren't intercepted by any automated system before
they reached their destination.

Microsoft, Meta, Google, and others have announced Al-based CSAM detection research,
but the deployment gap is evident: seven months of active posting without automated
detection. The forensic identification came from victim reports to law enforcement, not
from platform safety systems.

The Take It Down Act Has Teeth, But Limited Reach

The law's “publication of digital forgeries” provision created the legal basis for this
prosecution. That's progress. But the Act primarily targets the publisher, not the
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infrastructure providers. Strahler faces federal charges. The 24+ platforms he used face no
criminal liability. The model providers whose tools generated the content face no criminal
liability.

Until legal accountability extends upstream, the incentive structure remains broken.
Platforms profit from user engagement; they bear no cost when that engagement produces
harm on other platforms.

Practical Implications: What to Do Now

For technical leaders building or operating Al systems, this case should trigger immediate
review of your abuse prevention architecture.

Implement Cross-Session Behavioral Analysis

Single-request content moderation isn't sufficient. You need to analyze usage patterns
across sessions to detect adversarial behavior. Key signals:

* Prompt iteration patterns: Rapid rephrasing of similar requests, especially after
safety system rejections

* Face input clustering: Multiple generation requests using photos of the same
individuals

» Output theme consistency: Generation requests that consistently target specific
content categories (intimate imagery, violence, children)

* Time-based acceleration: Users who generate increasing volumes over time

These patterns are detectable with standard ML techniques on usage logs. If you're not
running behavioral analysis on generation requests, you're blind to exactly the threat profile
this case represents.

Join or Build Cross-Platform Signal Sharing

The Strahler case proves that isolated platform safety teams cannot stop coordinated
abuse. Industry consortiums like the Tech Coalition exist for CSAM detection signal sharing,
but participation is voluntary and coverage is incomplete.
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If you operate an Al generation platform, you should be:

* Participating in existing signal-sharing frameworks
» Sharing ban signals with competitors when you detect abuse
e Receiving ban signals and acting on them proactively

The reputational risk of being “the platform that enabled the CSAM production that got
stopped everywhere else” far exceeds any competitive concern about sharing user data
with industry partners.

Rethink Face-Based Generation Entirely

The technical capability to swap faces onto arbitrary bodies is the core enabler of this
abuse pattern. Every platform offering face-swap, face-merge, or identity-preserving
generation should implement:

e Consent verification for face inputs: Require proof that the person whose face is
being used has authorized the generation

* Age estimation on face inputs: Block generation when input faces appear to be
minors

e Output content classification: Detect and block outputs that combine real faces
with intimate or violent content regardless of prompt framing

Yes, these measures increase friction for legitimate use cases. The alternative is being the
platform that enabled the next CSAM production operation.

Build Legal Response Playbooks Now

When—not if—law enforcement comes with a subpoena related to synthetic media abuse,
you need:

» Clear data retention policies that preserve generation request logs for investigation
timelines

 Legal protocols for responding to federal requests under the Take It Down Act

» Technical capability to trace specific outputs to specific user accounts

* Documentation of safety measures implemented, for use in potential civil litigation
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The Maryland Al and Synthetic Media Threats Task Force involvement in this case signals
FBI investment in building specialized prosecution capabilities. More federal investigations
are coming. Your legal and technical teams need to be ready.

Forward Look: The Next 12 Months

This conviction opens a chapter. Here's what follows.
Expect Federal Prosecutors to Bring More Cases Aggressively

First convictions validate prosecutorial theories. The Southern District of Ohio just proved
that the Take It Down Act charges can result in guilty pleas. Every other federal district now
has a template. The DOJ press release reads as a signal to other U.S. Attorneys: these cases
are winnable.

The FBI's Maryland Al and Synthetic Media Threats Task Force will expand. Other field
offices will develop similar specializations. Technical capabilities for forensic analysis of Al-
generated content will improve as case volume increases.

State Laws Will Proliferate

The Take It Down Act provides federal jurisdiction, but state legislators won't wait for
federal prosecutors to handle every case. Expect 15-25 states to pass Al deepfake laws in
the next year, with varying definitions, penalties, and civil liability provisions.

This patchwork will create compliance complexity for platforms operating nationally. A
generation request that's legal in one state might create liability in another. Geographic
detection and policy variation enforcement will become necessary.

Platform Liability Will Expand

Section 230 reform efforts have stalled repeatedly, but synthetic media provides a
politically viable exception. Bipartisan support exists for holding platforms accountable for
Al-generated CSAM and non-consensual intimate imagery in ways that don’t extend to
traditional user-generated content.
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Watch for legislative proposals that create platform liability specifically for Al generation
services. The distinction between “hosting user content” and “generating content on behalf
of users” creates a legal opening that platforms won't be able to close with existing Section
230 protections.

Detection Technology Will Advance—Slowly

The commercial market for synthetic media detection is immature. Current solutions focus
on authenticity verification (detecting whether content is Al-generated) rather than harm
detection (determining whether Al-generated content depicts abuse). The latter is harder
and less developed.

Expect major cloud providers to introduce enhanced abuse detection APIs for generation
services. Microsoft, Google, and Amazon all have CSAM detection partnerships with
NCMEC. They'll extend these capabilities to synthetic content under regulatory and
reputational pressure.

But the adversarial dynamic will continue. As detection improves, adversarial techniques
will adapt. The Strahler case shows that model diversity already enables detection evasion.
Future adversaries will use fine-tuned models specifically designed to produce outputs
that evade classifier detection.

The Model Provider Question Will Intensify

In this case, 100+ models were implicated. None of those model providers face charges.
None have been publicly identified. The legal framework treats model providers like
hammer manufacturers: not responsible for what users do with the tool.

That analogy is under strain. Unlike hammers, Al models can have safety measures built in.
Unlike hammers, Al models can be updated to prevent specific abuse patterns. Unlike
hammers, Al models can be audited for harm facilitation.

Expect plaintiffs’ attorneys to test civil liability theories against model providers. Expect
legislators to consider mandatory safety requirements for generative Al models. The
industry’s position—that providers bear no responsibility for outputs—will become
increasingly difficult to maintain as case volumes rise.
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What Needs to Change

This case exposes a gap between technical capability and safety infrastructure that the
industry has failed to close. Generative Al shipped before the governance systems
necessary to prevent predictable harms were in place. The results are now entering federal
court records.

The technical community built tools that can generate synthetic media indistinguishable
from reality in seconds, from a phone, for nearly zero cost. The safety systems protecting
those tools assume good-faith users asking direct questions. That threat model was always
inadequate. Now we have federal precedent proving it.

The path forward requires treating abuse prevention as a core engineering requirement, not
a compliance checkbox. It requires cross-platform coordination that the industry has
resisted for competitive reasons. It requires investment in detection capabilities that
match the sophistication of generation capabilities.

Most of all, it requires acknowledging that the “move fast and break things” philosophy has
broken things that matter more than engagement metrics. Real children were victimized.
Real women were harassed. The technology that enabled this harm came from labs and
companies that consider themselves responsible actors.

The Strahler conviction establishes that synthetic media abuse is a federal crime with
real consequences for perpetrators—but until the industry builds systems that
prevent abuse rather than merely punish it afterward, we're prosecuting symptoms
while the disease spreads.

Artur Markus
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Software engineer in Basel building Al infrastructure and agentic systems, with a
background in pharmaceutical automation, GxP compliance, and validation. | help teams
turn Al from a chatbot into a reliable operational layer.

Book a meeting [I
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