Legal clashes over AI training data escalate as copyright owners demand fair compensation
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A widening legal fight over artificial intelligence training data is drawing together writers, photographers, musicians and metadata firms in a challenge to how the biggest model-makers build their systems. At the centre of the dispute is a simple but unresolved question: whether scraping protected material at scale can be treated as lawful transformation, or whether it is mass unauthorised copying dressed up as innovation.
The pressure is intensifying as AI firms continue to seek ever-larger and more varied datasets to improve their models. According to reports from the technology press, some rights holders are no longer just objecting in principle; they are pursuing licensing demands, compensation and, in some cases, damages for what they describe as systematic appropriation of their work. The argument is not confined to books or journalism. It now stretches across music, metadata and other forms of structured human-made content.
Recent court fights suggest the legal terrain may be shifting in favour of content owners, even if only incrementally. Tom’s Hardware reported that a US federal court ordered the anonymous operators of Anna’s Archive to pay Spotify and three major record labels $322 million, including damages under the Digital Millennium Copyright Act for bypassing technological protections. That ruling is being watched closely because it signals that courts may treat the circumvention of safeguards as a serious infringement issue, not merely a technicality.
At the same time, the industry is still deeply divided over fair use. Search Engine World reported that a lawsuit filed by investigative journalist John Carreyrou accuses OpenAI, Google, Meta and xAI of training models on pirated books from shadow libraries. But other defendants are pushing back hard. Tom’s Hardware said Nvidia is seeking dismissal of a separate case involving claims that its systems were trained on pirated books, arguing that plaintiffs have not shown specific copyrighted works were actually used. In New York, a judge also dismissed a copyright case brought by Raw Story and AlterNet against OpenAI, a reminder that plaintiffs have not yet established a uniform winning formula.
The commercial response has been to strike deals where possible. Axios reported in March that Nielsen-owned Gracenote has sued OpenAI over alleged use of its proprietary metadata, while earlier licensing agreements between major publishers and AI companies have been seen as a possible template for future arrangements. Against that backdrop, the debate is broadening beyond whether training data can be used, and towards what it should cost when it is used with permission.
That debate is especially sensitive in Africa, where copyright concerns overlap with cultural rights and economic vulnerability. The article’s Kenyan focus reflects a wider anxiety that local artistic styles, traditional motifs and community knowledge could be absorbed into global AI systems with little control and no meaningful return to the source communities. KECOBO’s recent guidance, as described in the piece, points to a growing view that traditional cultural expressions should not be used for commercial AI training without consent from the state and the communities involved.
One proposed safeguard is the use of cryptographic watermarking or other forms of proof-of-human labelling, allowing creators to identify when their work has been used and to assert payment claims. Supporters say that would help restore accountability in a market increasingly flooded with synthetic material. For critics of the current model, that may prove essential if the creative economy is to survive the next phase of AI development.
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