The Online Safety Act:
from policy to practice

Maeve Walsh - Director, OSA Network
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*» About the OSA Network

«* What the OSA 2023 does, its
implementation and enforcement

** What this means in practice for children,
young people and those who work with

them
Online Safety Act 2023

2023 CHAPTER 50
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About the OSA Network

Inform, coordinate and support effective, ongoing civil
society engagement and advocacy with policymakers,
regulators and Parliamentarians during the OSA
implementation phase.

80+ organisations and individuals from largest national
charities to individual academics and campaigners.

Analysis, commentary, consultation response and links
to resources relating to the OSA and its implementation

is available on our website.

We also produce a fortnightly newsletter covering all
the latest policy, research and Parliamentary activity.

www.onlinesafetyact.net
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What the Online Safety Act 2023 does i
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PART1

INTRODUCTION

1 Introduction

(1) This Act provides for a new regulatory framework which has the general purpose of making the use of internet services
regulated by this Act safer for individuals in the United Kingdom.

(2) To achieve that purpose, this Act (among other things)—

(a) imposes duties which, in broad terms, require providers of services regulated by this Act to identify, mitigate
and manage the risks of harm (including risks which particularly affect individuals with a certain characteristic)
from—

(i) illegal content and activity, and
(ii) content and activity that is harmful to children, and
(b) confers new functions and powers on the regulator, OFCOM.
(3) Duties imposed on providers by this Act seek to secure (among other things) that services regulated by this Act are—
(a) safe by design, and
(b) designed and operated in such a way that—
(i) ahigher standard of protection is provided for children than for adults,
(ii) users'rights to freedom of expression and privacy are protected, and

(iii) transparency and accountability are provided in relation to those services.

www.onlinesafetyact.net
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What the OSA 2023 does: illegal content '-~:';;

*» Schedules 5-7 of the OSA set out child sexual abuse material
(CSAM) and terrorism offences plus priority offences, including eg oe-om OFcom
threats to kill, public order offences, fraud, stalking and - -
harassment; human trafficking and sexual exploitation

«» Regulated services are required to: Protecting people from !’rotecting people fror
> Effectively mitigate and manage risk of users encountering this  illegal harms online lllegal harms online
Conte nt Risk Assessment Guidance and Risk Profiles Record-ieeping and Review Guldance

> QOperate a system to allow swift take down
> Have a complaints process

< For priority offences, there are additional obligations:
> Mitigate the use of service for the commission of an

offence
> Minimise time content is present on the services lllegal content
> Prevent users from encountering that content Codes of Practice for
user-to-user services
Codes of practice relating to these duties came into practice bl ook Nl i i
Iast Ma rch . section 43(1) of that Act on 16 December 2024.

www.onlinesafetyact.net



What the OSA 2023 does: protection of children

% If a service is likely to be accessed by children, it must complete a “suitable and
sufficient” risk assessment and implement safety measures (including age
assurance).

n, «u

% Content types are divided into three: “primary priority”; “priority” and “non-
designated”
> Primary priority: pornography; content promoting or providing instructions

for suicide, self harm or for an eating disorder. Duty to prevent children

from encountering
> Priority: Abuse/hatred on the basis of protected characteristics; Bullying
content; violent content; instructions for dangerous stunts. Duty to protect
children at risk of harm from encountering
> Non-designated: any content “of a kind which presents a material risk of
significant harm to an appreciable number of children”. Duties as priority.
% There are separate age assurance duties on part 5 services (pornography

providers). Codes of practice relating to these duties came into force last July.
www.onlinesafetyact.net
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OFcom

Protecting children
from harms online

Proposed codes at a glance

OfFcom

Guidance on highly
effective age assurance
and other Part 5 duties

For Part 5 services

OfFcom

Children’s access
assessments

Guidance
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Services are categorised as follows

>

\J

Cat 1 (large user-to-user services - with a recommender system and
either 34m+ or 7m+ monthly UK users depending on functionality for
user forwarding / sharing content)

Cat 2A (large search services - 7m+ users)

Cat 2B (smaller U2U - 3m+ users with a DM function)

Based on their categorisation, the OSA imposes additional duties on services as

below; however these are now delayed due to a legal challenge on the
categorisation thresholds and will not come into force until 2027/2028:

>

Y VY

YyVYyVYy

Fraudulent ad provisions (Cat 1 and 2A)

Transparency reporting (Cat 1, 2A and 2B)

Publishing summaries of risk assessments (Cat 1 and 2A)
Protection of democratic content, journalistic importance & news
publisher content (Cat 1 only)

User empowerment tools (Cat 1 only)

Enforcement of ToS requirements (Cat 1 only)

User ID verification (Cat 1 only)

Additional freedom of expression rules (Cat 1 only)

OfFcom

Categorisation

Advice submitted to the Secretary of State

Welsh overview available

www.onlinesafetyact.net
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*» Current status: safety duties - illegal harms risk assessment obligations and codes in force; enforcement has
started; child access assessment guidance & age assurance guidance published; and codes in force.

*» Current status: other parts of the framework — Secretary of State’s Statement of Strategic Priorities
published; guidance for protection of women and girls published (not enforceable), supercomplaints
framework is in up and running.

Still to come:

<  Summer 2026: statement on additional measures for codes of practice

“»  Summer 2026: Ofcom publish register of categorised services (a year overdue); consultation on additional
duties

% Summer/winter 2026: draft and final transparency notices issued to categorised services (a year overdue)

< Plus, Government consultation now running on under-16 social media ban and other measures.

www.onlinesafetyact.net
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Implementation and Enforcement

«» Age checks: Age checks to restrict content to over-18s have been introduced by many of the most popular
pornography sites in the UK, including the top 10 most popular sites. Other sites have also introduced age
checks, including X, TikTok, Reddit, Bluesky, Discord, Telegram, Xbox and Steam along with many dating apps.

< Ofcom has five enforcement programmes open, including: supporting age assurance measures, ensuring
children are protected from the most harmful content, completion of risk assessments (for both illegal

content risk assessments and children’s risk assessments), and preventing users encountering CSAM material
on file-sharing services.

*» Last week, Ofcom and ICO both put pressure on platforms re minimum age enforcement and other children’s
measures including grooming, recommender algorithms and Al safety measures..

% Investigations: file sharing/CSAM; hate/illegal content (on X); X & Grok risk assessments. Plus, investigations
into over 80 pornography sites since duties came into force.

www.onlinesafetyact.net
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*» Complexity of the act — and emerging gaps (eg Grok, Al chatbots etc)

“» Narrow, cautious approach by Ofcom to risk assessment and codes of practice and speed of enforcement
% “Safety by design” overlooked

*» Regulatory emphasis placed on encouraging growth/innovation

See our 10 Point Plan for measures to address these.

Delays to implementation — full regime won’t be in force until 2028 (5 years after Royal Assent)
Political appetite for new legislation, not least given geopolitical context

Opposition to age checks for adults; spike in VPN use.

Public faith in regime: is it working? Is it keeping pace with evolving nature of tech?

K/ Y/ Y/ Y/ K/
L XA X IR X S X S X g

Parental calls for under-16 bans and potential impact of this on future policy development and enforcement

www.onlinesafetyact.net
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What this all means for children and young people

'1

* Accountability and responsibility lies with tech platforms to comply with OSA
+» But is this flowing through to demonstrably safer online experiences for children and young people?

Wins

Age verification on porn sites — but tbc impact re likelihood of “stumbling
across” porn elsewhere

More control for children over their online experience & adults prevented from
DM’ing children

Improved reporting and complaints mechanisms, easily accessible ts and cs
New criminal offences created and incorporated into the Act: cyberflashing;
sharing intimate images; creation of intimate images (including deepfakes);
encouraging self-harm

www.onlinesafetyact.net



h
L)

=
.‘ L, ONLINE SAFETY ACT
t

<~ NETWORK

'f'.
.

What this all means for children and young people
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* Accountability and responsibility lies with tech platforms to comply with OSA
+» But is this flowing through to demonstrably safer online experiences for children and young people?

Gaps

 Risky functionality: private messaging, disappearing messages, livestreaming

* “Addictive” features and functionality

* No route for individual redress; no “staydown” duty (yet) re illegal content

e Lack of minimum age enforcement requirement or measures relating to age-
appropriate design

* Misinformation/disinformation — and disconnect with media literacy

strategies/curriculum changes

Al/chatbots

www.onlinesafetyact.net
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Social media sites failing to
protect girls from harm at every Critical Harm Intelligence Briefing

Ppe WEAPONISED

Our new research shows that the most popular social media sites are KI LLE R
failing girls, making them vulnerable to grooming, abuse and
harassment.

APPS

How mainstream Al chatbots assist
. users planning violent attacks

Media literacy and  FULL
democratic participation FACT

Child sexual extortion cases in the
UK soar with warnings ‘ruthless’ JuLy 2025

criminals are still putting children Me, myself
and young people at risk =1ale WA K

Parents' confidence in their child's media literacy skills

100%

80%

g

g 70%
§ ‘;2. 44% g ol 4e%
2 40%
100 Published: Mon 1 Sep 2025 . .
= safeguarding children’'s
Confidence spottingtruevs.  Confidence distinguishing fact Cont
false information vs. opinion conter

use of Al chatbots

www.onlinesafetyact.net



Thank you

maeve@onlinesafetyact.net

ey
33seJ 17 ONLINE SAFETY ACT

PYE
{5 NETWORK




