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Abstract

Retrieval-augmented generation (RAG) is instrumental for inhibiting hallucinations in large
language models (LLMs) through the use of a factual knowledge base (KB). Although PDF
documents are prominent sources of knowledge, text-based RAG pipelines are ineffective at
capturing their rich multi-modal information. In contrast, visual document RAG (VD-RAG)
uses screenshots of document pages as the KB, which has been shown to achieve state-of-the-
art results. However, by introducing the image modality, VD-RAG introduces new attack
vectors for adversaries to disrupt the system by injecting malicious documents into the KB.
In this paper, we demonstrate the vulnerability of VD-RAG to poisoning attacks targeting
both retrieval and generation. We define two attack objectives and demonstrate that both
can be realized by injecting only a single adversarial image into the KB. Firstly, we introduce
a targeted attack against one or a group of queries with the goal of spreading targeted
disinformation. Secondly, we present a universal attack that, for any potential user query,
influences the response to cause a denial-of-service in the VD-RAG system. We investigate
the two attack objectives under both white-box and black-box assumptions, employing a
multi-objective gradient-based optimization approach as well as prompting state-of-the-art
generative models. Using two visual document datasets, a diverse set of state-of-the-art
retrievers (embedding models) and generators (vision language models), we show VD-RAG is
vulnerable to poisoning attacks in both the targeted and universal settings, yet demonstrating
robustness to black-box attacks in the universal setting.

1 Introduction

Retrieval-augmented generation (RAG) has recently gained significant attention in both research and practical
large language model (LLM) deployments. RAG augments the parametric knowledge of LLMs by retrieving
relevant chunks of information from external knowledge bases (KBs), thus improving groundedness and
reducing hallucinations (Lewis et al.l [2020]). One of the most common sources of external knowledge is PDF
documents (e.g., user manuals, health records, academic articles). Therefore, it is of utmost importance
to ensure that rich information is extracted from such documents. Most RAG pipelines for PDFs either
extract only the main text and ignore images, charts, and tables, or apply optical character recognition
(OCR) to extract text from those visual elements (Blecher et al., 2023). Recently, Faysse et al.| (2024) were
first to establish the promise of visual document retrieval (VDR) by regarding each page in a PDF document
as an image and leveraging the recent breakthroughs in multi-modal embeddings (Radford et al., 2021))
and vision language models (VLMs) (Bordes et al. 2024 [Liu et al., |2023)). The same approach has been
applied to multi-page document understanding (Hu et al.| [2024)) and RAG (Yu et al., |2024), leading to visual
document RAG (VD-RAG) pipelines that show significant performance improvements compared to textual
RAG pipelines. VD-RAG is also used in practical settings, for example, Coletteﬂ a self-hosted VD-RAG
product that can interact with technical documents.

The effectiveness of RAG relies primarily on the trustworthiness of the information in the KB. Challenging
this assumption, recent work has shown that existing RAG pipelines are vulnerable to poisoning attacks,

Thttps://github.com/jolibrain/colette
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where an attacker injects malicious information into the KB (Zou et al. 2024} Xue et al., |2024; |Cheng
et al.l 2024; [Tan et al., [2024; Ha et al., |2025; |Liu et al, 2025). To create an impactful attack, the injected
information must simultaneously (1) have a high chance of being retrieved, and (2) influence the output of
the generative model. However, the extent to which KB poisoning can disrupt VD-RAG pipelines has not yet
been explored in the literature.

In this paper, we bridge this gap by investigating the vulnerability of VD-RAG to poisoning attacks. We
consider the white-box attack setting by adapting projected gradient descent (PGD) (Madry et al., [2017))
with a multi-objective loss, which we refer to as MO-PGD, to balance the optimization of the retrieval
and generation objectives when crafting the malicious image. First, we propose a stealthy targeted attack
objective where the image only influences specific queries, thus causing targeted disinformation on a certain
topic. Second, we propose a universal attack objective where the image is optimized to be retrieved and
influence generation for all queries, thus causing a denial-of-service (DoS) attack against the VD-RAG pipeline.
Furthermore, we consider three black-box attack variants for both the targeted and universal objectives:
(1) leveraging existing multi-modal generative models, (2) exploiting direct transferability across VD-RAG
pipelines, and (3) optimizing the image over an ensemble of candidate embedding models and VLMs.

The key contributions of this work are as follows:

(1) We illustrate for the first time the vulnerability of VD-RAG systems to poisoning attacks.

(2) We demonstrate that MO-PGD optimization allows an adversary to craft a single image that can
cause either a DoS or targeted disinformation attack against the VD-RAG pipeline.

(3) We show that multiple black-box attack variants can achieve success in the targeted attack setting.

(4) We conduct over 5000 evaluations covering different datasets, models, settings, defenses, and images
to identify the key factors that contribute to the success of the attacks.

2 Poisoning VD-RAG

A VD-RAG pipeline consists of three main components. The first is a knowledge base K = {I1,...,Ix}
containing a set of K images, each corresponding to a page in a document. The second is a retriever R
which uses a multi-modal embedding model E(-) that projects user queries (text) and KB images into
a common vector space. The retriever then computes a similarity score S(E(q), E(I)) between a user
query g and each image in I € K. Common similarity metrics for RAG retrievers include cosine similarity
and MazSim proposed by |Faysse et al.| (2024)). For each user query ¢, the retriever retrieves the top-k
relevant images from K according to the similarity score, where k < |K|. Formally, the retriever computes
R(q,K) = top-k;excS(E(q), E(I)). The third component is a generator G, which is a VLM that generates a
response g to the user’s query ¢ with the retrieved images in its context window. That is, g = G(q, R(g, K)).

We consider an attacker that aims to disrupt the operation of the VD-RAG system by causing the retriever
to retrieve a malicious adversarial image and the generator to output unhelpful responses to user queries. To
achieve this goal, the attacker is assumed to possess a dataset of potential user queries Q, corresponding
ground truth answers A, and KB images Z from the same distribution as the target RAG system. Furthermore,
the attacker is capable of injecting documents/images into the KB. This could be realized either by an
insider that has access to inject and modify enterprise-owned documents, or by an outsider injecting the
poisoned documents/images in public domains (KBs are typically crawled from the internet, such as from
Wikipedia |Liu et al [2025). In our work, we assume a weak attacker that can only inject one malicious image
I’ into the KB, such that X' = K U I, as a single image is sufficient to demonstrate the vulnerability of
VD-RAG. Scaling to multiple images would amplify the impact, however, it would reduce the stealthiness of
the attack. Note that this threat model is orthogonal to works that protect against malicious user prompts
(e.g.,|Cherubin and Paverd, 2025)), as those assume an attacker controls the user input while the KB is trusted,
whereas we assume an attacker who can poison the KB.
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2.1 Attack Definition

Building upon the work of Zou et al.| (2024), a successful RAG poisoning attack must meet two conditions.
First, the retrieval condition requires that the malicious image is retrieved for the attacker-specified queries.
Second, the generation condition requires that, when present in the context window, the malicious image
must cause the generator to output a specific response.

We first define the white-box variant of the attacks and then extend the discussion to the black-box variants.
An overview of the white-box attack is presented in To compute a malicious image I’ that meets the
above two conditions, we adopt a gradient-based adversarial example framework, initially proposed against
neural network-based image classifiers (Goodfellow et al.l |2014; Kurakin et al., |2018} |Carlini and Wagner},
2017; [Madry et all 2017). In particular, we extend the widely-used PGD optimization algorithm (Madry
et al., 2017)) to jointly optimize the image to minimize a multi-objective loss function Lra¢ capturing both a
retrieval loss L and a generation loss L as follows:

Lrac = ArLRr + AgLa, (1)

where A\g, Ag are attacker-chosen coefficients controlling the relative weights of the two adversarial objectives.

The adversary chooses a subset of positive target queries O C Q that it wishes to influence; the remaining
queries @~ = Q\ Q" are termed negative queries. The set of answers A is also divided into malicious answers
aj desired by the attacker for targeted queries qf € QT and benign ground truth answers a; for ¢; € Q™.
The retrieval and generation losses are defined as follows:

[o! Q]

Lr= Z S(E(q; ), E(I')) - Z S(E(q;"). E(I')), (2)
Q¥ 17|

Lo=Y CEG(¢ Ty UT),al)+ Y CE(G(q; , Tr-1UT'),a;), (3)

where S(-) is the similarity measure between the query and the image embeddings, C'E(-) is the cross entropy
loss, Zj—1 is a randomly sampled subset, with cardinality |Z_1| = k& — 1, of the attacker-owned KB image
dataset Z. Note that Zp_1 U I’ represents the top-k images retrieved simulated by the attacker.

To minimize the loss Lrae we adopt a multi-objective variant of PGD (Madry et al.l |2017)), referred to as
MO-PGD, which iteratively updates the adversarial image I’ using the following formula:
I} =1y +clip_ 4 (o sign(VI;_lﬁlsmg))7 (4)

where t € {1,...,T} is the iteration index, € is the perturbation budget controlling the attack stealthiness, «
is the learning rate, V is the gradient operator, I is a benign image, and I/. is the final adversarial image to
be injected to the KB.

2.2 Attack Objectives

The injected image is used to realize one of two malicious objectives:

(1) a targeted attack where the image should only be retrieved and influence generation for a specific
query (|Q%| = 1,[Setting 1)), or a subset of queries (|]Q"| < Q) with either a single target answer

(Vq;r,qj+ € ot a;L = a;r, Setting II)) or distinct target answers (Vq;r, q;-r € Qﬁai+ #+ a;r, Setting I1I));

(2) a universal attack where the injected image should both be retrieved and influence generation for
any possible user query (Q1 = Q).

The first objective corresponds to stealthy and specific attacks, such as spreading disinformation on specific
topics; the second objective corresponds to a DoS attack against the availability of the VD-RAG system.



Under review as submission to TMLR

" Knowledge Base (KB)

I
1y N 1
Iy . D Generator I
'y é + @ VLM (G) '
T Injecting !

1
I i =V, Lg

I ’@ a,= “lwillnot
:: * reply to you!”

{

1
:: é —_———m—— Generator ‘ :‘ :: poisoned sample N . u
] i VLM (G) ooy LEs@ba| (Quer[2)) ;;
I Document (I) : ! u 1 a, u
:: I I :: I
! : u 1 Retriever u
:: I E([) I :: (Embedding model + scoring) \

Embeddi —_— I I
| bt e LRED.E@) {1 | ﬁ “
I " E(Q) Iy I
| Queries (Qs) [ I

1
Malicious image creation VD-RAG system

Figure 1: Overview of the white-box attack. We select an arbitrary document/image I and optimize it against
target queries QT in the training set (left). The resulting poisoned document I’ is then injected into the KB.
When the attack is successful, I’ is retrieved and causes the generator G to malfunction (right).

2.3 Variants Based on Attacker Knowledge

We examine different levels of attacker knowledge through variants of the previous attack definition, varying
from full white-box access to the black-box setting.

White-box Attack. In the white-box setting the attacker has full knowledge of and access to the embedding
model E and the VLM G. This is the strongest assumption and thus yields the strongest attack. However, it
is a practical concern due to potential insider threats and due to the proliferation of high-quality open-source
text and multi-modal embedding models (Faysse et all [2024) and VLMs (Duan et al.| 2024al), and the
emergence of techniques to identify models based on their output (Kurian et al. 2025; [Pasquini et al., 2025).

Black-Box Attack Variants. In the black-box setting the attacker does not know the target models. We
investigate three attack variants at increasing levels of difficulty for crafting malicious images: a Prompt-based
Attack, a Direct Transfer Attack, and a Model Ensemble Attack.

(1) Prompt-based Attack. Prompt an off-the-shelf multi-modal generative model, specifically GPT-
5 and Gemini-2.5-Flash (Comanici et al. 2025) in this paper, to generate an image with the
desired retrieval/generation effect. This style of attack has been studied by several works in RAG
poisoning (Zou et al.| 2024} [Shafran et al.| 2024; Ha et al.| 2025, Liu et al., 2025) and illustrates the
immediate risk posed by any individual able to inject an image into the knowledge base.

(2) Direct Transfer Attack. Optimize an adversarial image against a surrogate model pair (E’, G’) that is
likely different from the target (F, G). This attack relies on the well-known transferability property
of adversarial examples (Goodfellow et al. |2014}; [Papernot et all, 2017). We compute L and L
using F’ and G’, respectively. The resulting gradients are then used to craft the adversarial image,
which is directly applied to the target system. We evaluate two sub-cases of the Direct Transfer
Attack: (1) neither component of the surrogate pair matches the target, referred to as Complete
Transfer, which measures pure transferability; or (2) exactly one surrogate component (either E’ or
G’) matches the target, referred to as Component-wise Transfer, which measures the transferability
between individual components.

(3) Model Ensemble Attack. Optimize the image jointly over all models in a set of surrogate embedding
models E’ and a set of surrogate VLMs G’. Optimizing over large surrogate sets aims to increase the
chance that either: (1) the target models are contained in the surrogate sets, or (2) the resulting
image transfers when the target models are not in the surrogate sets. Concretely, we minimize the
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aggregate loss:

Lrac=Ar( Y L5 ) +2a( Y £87). (5)
GG’

E,€E/
In our evaluations, we separately consider both sub-cases: (1) both surrogate sets contain the target,
E e E' NG e G/, referred to as the In-set Model Ensemble case, which assesses the risk of an attack
with a representative set; and (2) neither of the surrogate sets contain the target, F ¢ E'AG € G/,
referred to as the Out-set Model Ensemble case, which measures the pure transferability of the
ensemble-based optimization.

3 Experiment Design

Datasets. We evaluate the attacks on two visual document retrieval datasets taken from the Vi-
DoRe benchmark versions 1 and 2 (Faysse et al.), [2024). In particular, we use the datasets
syntheticDocQA_artificial_intelligence_test (shortened to ViDoRe-V1-AI moving forward) and
restaurant_esg_reports_beir (shortened to ViDoRe-V2-ESG). ViDoRe-V1-AlI consists of 100 queries and
1000 images (with exactly one relevant ground-truth image in the KB per query); ViDoRe-V2-ESG consists
of 52 queries and 1538 images with an average of 2.5 relevant images per queryﬂ We split the queries of
each dataset into a set used to optimize the malicious image (80%) and a set to evaluate the attack for the
universal objective (20%).

Embedding Models. We use a mix of embedding models that range in size, recency, and target applications:
(1) CLIP-ViT-LARGE (Radford et al.,[2021) is a seminal multi-modal 0.4B parameter model trained using
contrastive learning to achieve zero-shot image classification. Despite not being specifically trained for
VDR, we include it for its wide-use (7.2 million monthly downloadsEI). (2) GME-Qwen2-VL-2B is a 2.2B
parameter model (Zhang et al., |2024)) fine-tuned from Qwen2-2B-VL on several tasks, including VDR.
(3) ColPali-v1.3 is a state-of-the-art 3B parameter model (Faysse et al.l [2024]) in visual document retrieval,
using ColBERT-style (Khattab and Zaharia, 2020) late embedding interaction, and incorporating the
retrieval similarity metric MazSim. GME and ColPali are ranked 30th and 37th respectively on the ViDoRe
benchmark [T} only 3.2% and 6.2% below the top-performing model. For all the above models, unless otherwise
stated, we assume the retriever only retrieves the top-1 relevant image from the KB.

VLMs. We evaluate the attacks on three VLMs: SmolVLM-Instruct (2.2B) (Marafioti et al., [2025)), Qwen2.5-
VL-3B-Instruct (3.75B) (Wang et al.} 2024)), and InternVL3-2B (2B) (Zhu et al., 2025). At the time of writing,
these models ranked 34th, 7th, and 8th in the OpenCompass VLM leaderboard (Duan et al [2024b) for
open-source models with less than 4B parameters.

Defenses. The literature lacks specialized defenses against VD-RAG poisoning attacks. Furthermore, most
of the defenses proposed for textual RAG are not straightforwardly applicable to multi-modal settings and
incur a significant drop in benign performance (Xiang et all [2024; [Zhou et all [2025). Nevertheless, we
evaluate the resistance of the attacks to several defenses used by previous works.

These include: (1) Knowledge expansion: This defense (Zou et all 2024) works by retrieving a larger
number of KB items with the intention of diluting the effect of the retrieved adversarial image. We expand the
number of retrieved images from 1 to 5 images when evaluating this defense. (2) VLM-as-a-judge: We use
a VLM-as-a-Judge (Chen et al.| [2024; |Zheng et al., 2023)) to evaluate the output on three metrics: (i) answer
relevancy assesses if the answer is relevant to the query, (ii) context relevancy assesses if the retrieved images
are relevant to the query, and (iii) answer faithfulness assesses if the answer is grounded in the retrieved
images. We use the prompts proposed by Riedler and Langer] (2024) to evaluate these metrics.
(3) Query Paraphrasing: As proposed by [Shafran et al.|(2024), we asked a state-of-the-art LLM, specifically
Llama-3.1-8B-Instruct, to paraphrase all queries in the ViDoRe-V1-Al and ViDoRe-V2-ESG datasets and
then use the paraphrased queries when evaluating whether the attacks are still successful.

2Not all images in the KB have to be relevant for a query.
3Recorded in the month leading up to 16 Oct 2025.
4https://huggingface.co/spaces/vidore/vidore-leaderboard, Accessed 15-05-2025
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Evaluation Metrics. We evaluate the RAG system and each attack using the following performance
metrics for retrieval, where 1 / | denote their relation to the performance of the attacker:

(1) Recall: the baseline fraction of queries for which R retrieves a relevant image before attack.
(2) ARecall |: the change in the Recall of R after the attack, compared to the baseline Recall.

(3) ASR-R 1: the fraction of targeted queries for which the malicious image is retrieved by R.
And the following performance metrics for generation:

(4) ASR-Ggjm T: the average embedding similarity between the VLM generated response for targeted
queries and the target response (S(E(G(q;", R(q;", K UTI")), E(a;)). ASR-Ggim = 1 means that the
VLM outputs the target answer verbatim.

(5) SIM-Gpeg J: in the targeted setting, the average embedding similarity between the VLM-generated
response for non-targeted queries and the target malicious response (S(E(G(q; , R(q; , KUI")), E(a]));

presented as the mean and the change (A ]) from a baseline unoptimized image I’ = I.

(6) SIM-Ggr |: the average embedding similarity between the VLM generated response for targeted
queries and the ground truth response (S(E(G(q;", R(g;",K U I")), E(a;)); presented as the mean
and the change (A ) from a baseline unoptimized image I’ = Ij).

For all evaluation metrics, the superscript ®* signifies that the metric is reported when the top-k relevant
images are retrieved (k = |R(q;")|). Furthermore, we denote by ©~! that we force the malicious image to
be retrieved as the only context image ({I'} < R(g;")), which decouples the generation performance from
retrieval, so we can report on the performance of each component of the attack individually. Similarity
metrics are computed using the Jina-Embeddings-V3 (Sturua et al.,|2024)) text embedding model. We use an
embedding model different from those employed by the VD-RAG system, and the attacks, to exclude the
possibility of bias.

Attack Hyper-parameters. For each dataset in our evaluation, we pick an arbitrary image that is
not relevant to any query as the starting point for our optimization process (i.e., Ij). We repeat each
attack for five different initial images. We produce the attacks (except for the Prompt-based Attack) using
MO-PGD (Madry et all, 2017) with a linear learning rate schedule from 3 x 1073 to 3 x 10~% over 250 gradient
steps, a batch size of 8 user queries, A\p = 2, A\¢ = 1, and a maximum image perturbation o = %. This
choice was made based on our study of different perturbation budgets in The retrieval loss uses
the cosine similarity between embeddings as S(E(q), E(I)) (except for ColPali which uses MaxSim). For the
Prompt-based Attack, we utilize the prompts detailed in The universal attack as well as the
targeted attack use the target malicious reply: I will not reply to you!, while the targeted
attack [Setting 1] and [Setting 111 use targeted malicious answers generated by GPT-40 (Hurst et al. [2024)).

Compute Resources and Code. The experiments reported in this paper were carried out using a NVIDIA
H100 NVL GPU with 93GiB VRAM, taking approximately 325 GPU hours. The code to run the experiments,
including all configurations, and their results is available at |Anonymous| (2025)).

4 Targeted Attack

We empirically evaluate the vulnerability of VD-RAG to the targeted attack across three settings, with
increasing number of targeted queries and answers: I) One Query, II) Multiple Queries, and IIT) Multiple
Queries & Answers. In our evaluation, we primarily focus on as it is the base case from which
the others are derived. In each setting, we vary the attacker knowledge of the system from white-box to
black-box cases. Across all settings, the malicious image is never retrieved for unrelated queries, so the
false positive rate (FPR) is always 0, and we therefore do not report it in the tables below. The results are
for the ViDoRe-V1-Al dataset, and corresponding results for the ViDoRe-V2-ESG dataset are presented

in [Appendix
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Table 1: Targeted Attack Setting I (1 query, 1 answer). Performance of the targeted attacks against a

single query (Setting Ij).

Models Retrieval Generation

Attack Type Embedder VLM ASR-R®' 1 ASR-R®® 1 ASR-GG't  SIM-GR.'l
mean mean mean max mean A
InternVL3-2B 1.00 1.00 100 100 021 0.0
CLIP-L Qwen2.5-3B 1.00 1.00 0.89  1.00 022 0.0
SmolVLM 1.00 1.00 0.98  1.00 023 0.0
White-b InternVL3-2B 0.60 1.00 055 084 021  0.00
the-0or ColPali Qwen2.5-3B 0.40 0.80 0.80 .00 022 0.0l
SmolVLM 0.60 1.00 069 099 022 0.0
InternVL3-2B 0.80 1.00 0.97  1.00 022 0.1
GME Qwen2.5-3B 0.60 1.00 100 1.00 021  0.00
SmolVLM 0.80 1.00 099 100 022  0.00
InternVL3-2B 1.00 1.00 053 065 021  0.00
CLIP-L Qwen2.5-3B 1.00 1.00 0.81 1.00 022 001
SmolVLM 1.00 1.00 057 074 023 0.0l
InternVL3-2B 0.40 0.60 049 050 022  0.01
In-set Model Ensemble ColPali Qwen2.5-3B 0.40 0.60 074 100 022 0.0l
SmolVLM 0.40 0.60 0.60 087 024  0.01
InternVL3-2B 0.00 0.20 047 052 022  0.00
GME Qwen2.5-3B 0.00 0.20 0.80  1.00 022  0.01
SmolVLM 0.00 0.20 0.60 092 022 0.0
Out-set Model Ensemble Any Any 0.00 0.00 0.47 0.56 0.21 0.00
Complete Transfer Any Any 0.00 0.00 0.46 0.56 0.21 0.00
Component-wise Transfer Any Same 0.00 0.00 0.85 100 021 0.0
P Same Any 0.76 0.98 045 057 021 0.0
InternVL3-2B 1.00 1.00 0.45 049  0.25 n/a
CLIP-L Qwen2.5-3B 1.00 1.00 041 043 024 n/a
SmolVLM 1.00 1.00 053 057 027 n/a
Promni-based (Gomini InternVL3-2B 0.60 1.00 044 050  0.25 n/a
rompt-based (Gemini) ColPali Qwen2.5-3B 0.60 1.00 0.40 043  0.25 n/a
SmolVLM 0.60 1.00 053 072  0.26 n/a
InternVL3-2B 1.00 1.00 0.51 0.70 0.25 n/a
GME Qwen2.5-3B 1.00 1.00 042 045  0.24 n/a
SmolVLM 1.00 1.00 055 070  0.27 n/a
InternVL3-2B 0.40 0.40 0.64 092 027 n/a
CLIP-L Qwen2.5-3B 0.40 0.40 071 080  0.27 n/a
SmolVLM 0.40 0.40 0.87 100  0.32 n/a
InternVL3-2B 0.20 0.40 0.65 092 027 n/a
Prompt-based (GPT) ColPali Qwen2.5-3B 0.20 0.40 065 080  0.27 n/a
SmolVLM 0.20 0.40 0.88  1.00  0.32 n/a
InternVL3-2B 0.40 0.40 0.70 0.84 0.26 n/a
GME Qwen2.5-3B 0.40 0.40 0.63 081  0.28 n/a
SmolVLM 0.40 0.40 0.89  1.00  0.30 n/a

Setting I: One Query. In this setting, we target a single query in the dataset such that the malicious KB
entry is retrieved and it induces the VLM to generate a specified malicious answer generated by GPT-4o (Hurst

et al.l |2024)). The results for [Setting I are shown in [Table 1} showing mean and max values aggregated over
five runs using different initial images I for the attack.

Focusing on the white-box setting, the results show that an attacker with full knowledge of the target models
can succeed in compromising the RAG system. For retrieval, the malicious image is always retrieved as the
most relevant image for the target query when CLIP-L is the embedding model. For more sophisticated
embedding models (i.e., ColPali and GME), the malicious image is almost always retrieved within the top-5
most relevant images. For generation, the generated answer is semantically similar to the target answer
(ASR—G(S@i;l1 > 0.8) for most model combinations. Note that ASR—Gé@i;1 is relatively lower when ColPali
or GME is used, as the attack optimization is not able to balance the retrieval and generation objectives.
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Further note that the malicious image has high specificity and does not influence the generated answers for
untargeted queries, even when retrieved, as shown by the SIM-GS;g1 values.

Regarding the black-box attack variants, we observe no transferability between the models when applying
the Direct Transfer Attack. The same applies for the Out-set Model Ensemble Attack (i.e., when the model
ensemble does not include the actual models used). However, when the model ensemble includes the models
employed in the VD-RAG system, the In-set Model Ensemble Attack achieves better performance, but still
significantly lower than the White-box Attack. Launching Component-wise Transfer attacks (i.e., when
either of the employed embedding model or the VLM is included in the set, but not both) results in limited
performance.

Interestingly, the Prompt-based Attack shows higher success than other black-box variants, yielding different
success rates dependent on the generative model. While Gemini-2.5-Flash creates images that get retrieved
more often, GPT-5’s images are better at generating the target answer. We attribute this partial success
to the textual (typographic) elements in those generated images (see examples of successful Prompt-based
attacks in , exploiting the OCR, capabilities of both the embedding model and the VLM. Overall,
our results highlight that black-box attacks are not effective against VD-RAG systems in the targeted setting,
among which, the Prompt-based Attack achieve the highest relative success.

Setting II: Multiple Queries. The multiple target subvariant of the targeted attack optimizes the image
to be retrieved and influence generation for a cluster of queries. When the image is retrieved, the VLM
should generate the same answer for all of them. Therefore, the attack acts as an intermediate step between
the base targeted attack and the universal attack. We target 5 queries: 1 attacker-chosen target query and its
4 nearest neighbors, computed by the Jina-Embeddings-V3 (Sturua et al., [2024) text embedding model. The
rationale for using neighboring queries is to simulate the scenario in which the attacker wants to influence a
range of queries related to a certain topic (e.g., elections, or a specific commercial product). The number of
neighbors acts as a proxy for the generality of the topic targeted by the attacker.

The results for are shown in where the Direct Transfer Attack and Model Ensemble Attack
were omitted due to their poor results in The results confirm the findings from that attacks
are more successful when CLIP-L is used, with success rates slightly lower than those in Moreover,
Prompt-based Attack are no longer useful when multiple queries are targeted. These attacks yield very similar
results across the generative models we evaluate (GPT-5 vs. Gemini-2.5-Flash), VD-RAG embedding models,
and VLMs, and therefore we only report averaged metric values across these cases.

Table 2: Targeted Setting II (5 queries, 1 answer). Performance of the targeted attacks against a

cluster of queries (Setting II)).

Models Retrieval Generation

Attack Type Embedder VLM ASR-R®' + ASR-R®* 1  ASR-Gg't  SIM-GY.'l
mean mean mean max mean A
InternVL3-2B 0.80 0.80 0.83  1.00 043 045
CLIP-L Qwen2.5-3B 0.80 0.84 097  1.00 018  0.18
SmolVLM 0.88 0.92 1.00 100 015  0.17
Whiteoh InternVL3-2B 0.12 0.72 —0.02 011 000 0.2
we-vor ColPali Qwen2.5-3B 0.12 0.64 0.46 079 038  0.40
SmolVLM 0.20 0.56 029 097 010  0.12
InternVL3-2B 0.20 0.68 0.78  1.00 057  0.59
GME Qwen2.5-3B 0.24 0.56 1.00 100 049  0.50
SmolVLM 0.20 0.56 093  1.00 016  0.17
Prompt-based (Any)  Any Any 0.01 0.08 —0.04 0.17 0.01 n/a

Setting ITI: Multiple Queries & Answers. In this setting, the attack targets multiple unrelated queries
with the intent of generating a different malicious answer for each query using a single image. We target
queries 1 and 2 in the dataset and use GPT-40 to generate corresponding malicious target answers. [Table 3

shows slightly better results than but slightly worse than where white-box attacks are
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successful against both legacy and SoTA embedding models in this challenging setting. Similar to
we report averaged results for the Prompt-based Attack, but we include the full results in as well

as qualitative image examples in

Table 3: Targeted Setting III (2 queries, 2 answers). Performance of the targeted attacks against
multiple queries and multiple answers (Setting I11I).

Models Retrieval Generation
a1 as a-1 a-1

Attack Type Ermbedder VLM ASR-R®' 1 ASR-R® 1 ASR-GS. 't SIM-GL' |
mean mean mean max mean A
InternVL3-2B 1.00 1.00 0.88 1.00 0.26 —0.01
CLIP-L Qwen2.5-3B 1.00 1.00 0.93 1.00 0.28 0.02
SmolVLM 1.00 1.00 0.90 1.00 0.27 0.00
White-b InternVL3-2B 0.60 0.80 0.57 0.63 0.27 0.00
we-vor ColPali Qwen2.5-3B 0.60 0.80 0.66  0.95 027 001
SmolVLM 0.50 0.70 0.60 0.65 0.26 0.00
InternVL3-2B 0.50 0.70 0.77 0.94 0.26 —0.01
GME Qwen2.5-3B 0.40 0.60 0.89 1.00 0.26 0.00
SmolVLM 0.50 0.60 0.79 0.96 0.26 0.00
Prompt-based (Any) Any Any 0.48 0.68 0.71 0.91 0.31 n/a

5 Universal Attack

presents the evaluation of the universal attack on the ViDoRe-V1-AI dataset, with results for the
ViDoRe-V2-ESG presented in Focusing on the white-boz attack, the universal attack produces
images that are always retrieved for all queries (ASR-R®! =1) when the CLIP-L embedding model is used.
To the contrary, state-of-the-art embedding models (ColPali-v1.3 and GME-Qwen2-VL-2B) never retrieve
adversarial images as the top-1 relevant image but sometimes retrieve them within the top-5. Regarding
generation, the universal attack consistently causes all VLMs to generate the target answer verbatim for
almost all user queries in the test dataset. These results mirror those for the targeted attacks, where CLIP-L is
the most vulnerable embedding model, while ColPali and GME remain robust to influences under all attacks.
To shed light on this distinction, in we provide UMAP (Mclnnes et al., |2018) visualizations
of the queries and images in the embedding space of different models. The UMAP visualizations show a
distinct modality gap in CLIP-L, however, a minimal gap for ColPali and GME. This illustrates the difficulty
of generating a single image that is retrieved for all queries in these embedding spaces, leading to their
observed robustness. To further investigate the origin of this phenomenon, we performed ablations on ColPali
in [Appendix B

For black-box attacks, shows that those attacks are consistently unsuccessful against all model
combinations. Even the In-set Model Ensemble Attack is only occasionally successful when CLIP-L is used.
This highlights the fact that the universal setting is a more challenging objective that the targeted setting.

6 Defenses

We investigate the effectiveness of the defenses introduced in We only evaluate the white-box
attacks since these are the most successful in both the targeted and universal settings.

Knowledge Expansion. show the attack performance under different numbers of retrieved images
(1 or 5). The top-k column shows the top-k that was used during training the attack, while superscript @*
in the metrics represent the top-k value used in evaluation. The results show that expanding the retrieved
knowledge (using k = 5) can degrade the attack performance if the attack was only trained using k& = 1.
However, an adaptive attack trained specifically against this value of k using 10% of the knowledge base,
(shown in the bottom three rows) can effectively evade this defense when CLIP-L is the employed embedding
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Table 4: Universal Attack. Retrieval and generation performance of universal attack for different embedding
models and VLMs.

Models Retrieval Generation

Attack Type Embedder VLM Recall®! ARecall® | ASR-R®! 1 Recall®® ARecall®® | ASR-R®® 1 ASR-Gg.'t SIM-Gar' )
mean mean mean mean mean mean mean max mean A
InternVL3-2B  0.21 —0.19 0.97 0.44 —0.01 1.00 096  1.00 004 —0.51
CLIP-L Qwen2.5-3B  0.21 —0.19 0.98 0.44 —0.01 1.00 1.00 100 0.03 —0.51
SmolVLM 0.21 —0.17 0.90 0.44 —0.01 0.99 100 1.00  0.03 —0.50
White-box InternVL3-2B  0.67 0.00 0.00 0.98 0.00 0.05 044 089 030 —025
pbe-box ColPali Qwen2.5-3B  0.67 0.00 0.00 0.98 0.00 0.05 0.97 1.00 0.04 —051
SmolVLM 0.67 0.00 0.00 0.98 0.00 0.06 0.87  1.00  0.06 —0.47
InternVL3-2B  0.58 0.00 0.00 0.94 0.00 0.19 100 1.00 003 —0.52
GME  Qwen2.5-3B 0.58 0.00 0.00 0.94 0.00 0.17 100 1.00  0.03 —0.52
SmolVLM 0.58 0.00 0.00 0.94 0.00 0.13 099  1.00 003 —0.50
InternVL3-2B  0.21 —0.01 0.07 0.44 0.00 0.33 012 058 048 —0.07
CLIP-L Qwen2.5-3B  0.21 —0.01 0.07 0.44 0.00 0.33 0.88  1.00  0.09 —0.46
SmolVLM 0.21 —0.01 0.07 0.44 0.00 0.33 0.09 040 045 —0.09
Inset Model Ensembl InternVL3-2B  0.67 0.00 0.00 0.98 0.00 0.01 0.14 069 047 —0.09
n-set Jodel ENSemOe  colpali Qwen2.5-3B  0.67 0.00 0.00 0.98 0.00 0.01 0.90 1.00  0.07 —0.46
SmolVLM 0.67 0.00 0.00 0.98 0.00 0.01 0.07 033 047 —0.08
InternVL3-2B  0.58 0.00 0.00 0.94 0.00 0.04 0.13 070 046 —0.09
GME  Qwen2.5-3B  0.58 0.00 0.00 0.94 0.00 0.04 0.89 1.00  0.08 —0.47
SmolVLM 0.58 0.00 0.00 0.94 0.00 0.04 012 032 046 —0.08
Out-set Model Ensemble Any Any n/a 0.00 0.00 n/a 0.00 0.00 —0.01 0.03 0.54 0.00
Complete Transfer Any Any n/a 0.00 0.00 n/a 0.00 0.00 —0.01 0.04 0.54 0.00
Component-wise Transfer Any  Same n/a 0.00 0.00 n/a 0.00 0.00 0.91 1.00  0.07 —0.47
ponent-wise AN game  Any n/a ~0.06 0.32 n/a 0.00 0.40 —0.01 003 054  0.00
Prompt-based (Any) Any Any n/a 0.00 0.00 n/a 0.00 0.00 0.01 0.10 0.52 n/a

Table 5: Knowledge Expansion Defence. Targeted (Setting Il) and universal white-box attack generation
metrics with the knowledge expansion defense, increasing k from 1 to 5. Results only for SmolVLM due to
computational constraints. Results for k=5 and ®° show the effect of adapting the attack to the defense.

Attack Type Top-k  Embedder ASR-Gg,' T SIM-Gy,' | ASR-G&lL, 1T SIM-GR, | ASR-G&P, T SIM-GRJ, |

mean max mean mean max mean mean max mean
CLIP-L 1.00 1.00 0.03 1.00 1.00 —0.02 —0.05 —0.02 —0.02
1 ColPali 0.77  1.00 0.01 —0.11 —0.08 —0.01 —0.10 —0.08 —0.02
GME 1.00 1.00 0.01 0.56  1.00 —0.02 —0.11 —0.10 —0.02
Targeted
CLIP-L 0.78 1.00 0.02 0.79  1.00 —0.02 0.57  1.00 —0.02
5 ColPali 0.07 0.61 0.00 —0.10 —0.08 —0.02 —0.10 —0.08 —0.02
GME 0.81 1.00 0.02 0.33  1.00 —0.02 —0.07 0.02 —0.01
@—1 @—1 Q@1 a1 @5 @5
Attack Type Top-k Embedder ASR-Gg; " T SIM-Ggr~ | ASR-Gg;,,, T SIM-Ggr | ASR-Gg;p, T SIM-Ggrp
mean max mean mean max mean mean max mean
CLIP-L 1.00 1.00 0.03 0.93  1.00 0.07 —0.02 —0.01 0.56
1 ColPali 0.99 1.00 0.04 0.98 1.00 0.03 —0.01 0.00 0.54
. GME 1.00 1.00 0.03 0.00  0.04 0.60 —0.02 —0.01 0.58
Universal
CLIP-L 0.79 1.00 0.12 0.78  0.95 0.15 0.54  1.00 0.26
5 ColPali 0.13  0.70 0.46 0.12  0.65 046 —0.01 0.03 0.54
GME 0.72 1.00 0.16 0.00  0.03 0.60 0.02  0.09 0.56

model. This applies for both targeted and universal attacks. We conclude from these results that knowledge
expansion on its own does not guarantee robustness of the RAG system against the attacks.

VLM-as-a-Judge. reports the performance of using the VLMs (SmolVLM, Qwen2.5-3B, and
InternVL3-2B) as a judge. Qwen2.5-3B and InternVL3-2B as-a-judge demonstrate the capability to detect
both universal and targeted attacks across all three metrics. SmolVLM-as-a-judge detects low answer relevancy
for both attacks but performs worse in the other two metrics. Moreover, reports the performance
of judge performance after the attack had been adaptively trained to fool the judge (i.e., including another
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loss term to These results show that adaptive attacks trained against the judge are able to
bypass the defense, but there is no transferability of these attacks between judge models. We conclude that
VLM-as-a-Judge is not able to improve the robustness of VD-RAG to the poisoning attacks.

Table 6: VLM-as-a-Judge Defence. Combined results across embedding models and VLMs for targeted
and universal white-box attacks, including evaluations with and without judge loss included in training.

Image Content Relevancy Image Faithfulness Answer Relevancy

Attack Type Eval Judge Judge Loss
mean max mean max mean max
None 0.00 0.01 0.00 0.01 0.01 0.06
InternVL3-2B Other VLMs 0.00 0.03 0.00 0.01 0.01 0.09
InternVL3-2B  0.87 1.00 0.79 1.00 0.86 1.00
. None 0.01 0.09 0.01 0.04 0.03 0.13
White-bor (Targeted) 00538 Other VDMs  0.01 0.10 0.01 0.05 0.03 0.1
Qwen2.5-3B 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00
, None 0.63 0.99 0.52 0.95 0.22 0.55
SmolVLM Other VLMs  0.63 1.00 0.55 0.96 0.20 0.68
SmolVLM 0.99 1.00 0.99 1.00 0.99 1.00
None 0.00 0.05 0.00 0.05 0.00 0.05
InternVL3-2B  Other VLMs 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.05
InternVL3-2B 0.89 1.00 0.86 1.00 0.87 1.00
) ) None 0.02 0.15 0.01 0.10 0.01 0.10
White-box (Universal) o0 5 ap Other VLMs 0.01 0.10 0.01 0.20 0.01 0.25
Qwen2.5-3B 1.00 1.00 0.99 1.00 1.00 1.00
None 0.49 1.00 0.38 0.90 0.05 0.70
SmolVLM Other VLMs 0.51 1.00 0.38 0.95 0.06 0.50
SmolVLM 1.00 1.00 0.99 1.00 0.99 1.00

Query Paraphrasing. Our results shows that query paraphrasing is not an effective defense against the
attacks (computed against the original queries). Across both the targeted and universal attack
objectives, both the ASR-R®! and ASR—GS;l remained the same as in the white-box attacks &
Table 4). With the only noteworthy exception being a reduction in targeted ASR-R®! for ColPali, dropping

from 0.60 to 0.20. Detailed results are presented in

7 Related work

Multi-Modal RAG (M-RAG). Early works on multi-modal RAG (M-RAG) (Chen et al2022) considered
answering a textual question with the help of a KB consisting of image-text pairs. M-RAG has been shown
to outperform single-modality RAG (text or vision) (Riedler and Langer, |2024)). In addition, M-RAG has
been applied in different domains, such as video retrieval (Jeong et al.l |2025), healthcare (Xia et al.l [2024;
Lahiri and Hu, |2024), and autonomous driving (Yuan et al., 2024).

Visual Document RAG (VD-RAG). Building on the recent success of vision language models, visual
document retrieval uses vision language models to create rich representations of documents. The use of such
representations has been shown to be more efficient than optical character recognition pipelines on document
retrieval benchmarks (Faysse et al.l [2024). ColPali (Faysse et al., |2024]) proposed fine-tuning several VLMs to
perform VDR using a late interaction based loss, inspired by ColBERT (Khattab and Zaharia), 2020). This
concept was used for VD-RAG in |Yu et al.| (2024), where it was shown to outperform textual RAG solutions
based on OCR. Zhuang et al. (2025)) investigated the vulnerability of document retrievers to adversarial
attacks; however, the work did not consider the joint problem of retrieval and generation.

Attacks on Textual RAG. The first data poisoning attack proposed against textual RAG pipelines was
PoisonedRAG (Zou et al., |2024)), which divides the injected malicious document into two parts to optimize
each objective (retrieval and generation) separately. A similar approach was also proposed by Xue et al.
(2024)); |[Shafran et al.| (2024). However, most of these approaches handle the retrieval objective by using the
query string and gradient-based or word-swapping-based attacks to optimize for generation.

11
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Attacks on Image and Multi-modal RAG. Recent works have started extending the above textual
attacks to the image and multi-modal domains and thus are most similar to our work. |Gu et al.[ (2024)
presented an attack against a multi-agent setting where each agent is equipped with a multi-modal LLM and
a RAG module. They showed that a malicious image injected into one RAG module can spread exponentially
fast and effectively jailbreak multi-agent systems comprising as many as one million agents. Focusing on
multi-modal RAG systems (image-text pairs), [Ha et al.| (2025) proposed targeted and universal poisoning
attacks under both the white-box and black-box settings. Shortly after, [Liu et al. (2025) proposed a targeted
disinformation poisoning attack against multi-modal RAG systems. Nonetheless, the above two works consider
KBs including image-text pairs, with the text modality greatly simplifying the attacks (e.g., including the
targeted user query and/or malicious answer verbatim in the injected text). Importantly, all the above
works attack outdated multi-modal embedding models (e.g., CLIP |Radford et al|(2021)) that include known
vulnerabilities, such as the so-called modality gap (Liang et al.l [2022]). Our work specifically targets VD-RAG
pipelines, considering task-specific datasets as well as state-of-the-art embedding models which do not exhibit
the modality gap.

Defenses against RAG Poisoning. Due to the recency of the field, the literature still lacks specific
defenses against multi-modal RAG poisoning, let alone VD-RAG. The works proposing RAG poisoning
attacks (Zou et al. 2024} [Shafran et al., |2024) evaluated their proposed attacks against defenses, including
(1) knowledge expansion (increasing the number of context documents retrieved), (2) paraphrasing the user
query, and (3) filtering out suspicious textual documents with high perplexity. Furthermore, LLM-as-a-judge
frameworks could be used to evaluate and detect RAG poisoning (Zheng et al.l [2023} |Chen et al., [2024). Other
works proposed specific approaches to defend against RAG poisoning. For example, RobustRAG (Xiang
et al., [2024) proposed a certifiably robust isolate-then-aggregate framework, where an answer is generated
using each retrieved document separately, and then the answers are aggregated based on the most common
keywords in the isolated answers, or based on averaging the next token probabilities. Moreover, |Zhou et al.
(2025) proposed TrustRAG, a two-stage framework to detect RAG poisoning when the attacker can control a
substantial amount of documents: (1) document filtering based on K-means clustering and ROUGE metric,
and (2) consolidation between the knowledge retrieved and the internal knowledge of the LLM. Despite
the demonstrated success of Xiang et al. (2024) and Zhou et al. (2025) in mitigating attacks, they report
significant drops in performance on benign data.

8 Limitations

Since we only inject one image into the KB, the attacks can be easily detected by majority vote-based
methods (Xiang et al.| [2024). However, these methods often increase the latency of the system, and might
degrade the benign performance. Furthermore, we only evaluate the vulnerability of VD-RAG systems to
adversaries injecting only one malicious image. Extending the attacks to multiple images would likely improve
the attack success rates, and is an interesting avenue for future work. Similarly, future work should investigate
the robustness of these attacks against real-world perturbations (e.g., JPEG compression, watermarking) that
might be applied to images before being added into the KB. Moreover, we could not evaluate the attacks
against very large embedding models and VLMs due to compute constraints. Nevertheless, we conjecture
that our attacks will succeed against larger models, as experimenting with model sizes between 256M to
4B parameters (spanning more than one order of magnitude) yielded very similar vulnerability. We have
also conducted our experiments on open-weight models only, as white-box attacks could only be evaluated
against those. Investigating the vulnerability of proprietary closed-weight models to black-box attacks is an
interesting direction for future work.

9 Conclusion

In this paper we demonstrate the vulnerability of VD-RAG systems to poisoning attacks. The attacks show
that conventional embedding models and VLMs are vulnerable to adversarial perturbation and that a single
injected image is capable of either spreading disinformation on targeted topics, or causing a DoS against the
entire RAG system (impacting both retrieval and generation). While both white-box and black-box attacks
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are successful in the targeted setting, only white-box attacks succeed in the universal setting. We also observe
the notable adversarial robustness of the ColPali and GME embedding models in the universal attack case;
however, they still prove vulnerable to more targeted attacks. Beyond vanilla VD-RAG pipelines, we evaluate
several common RAG defenses and find them to be ineffective against the poisoning attacks considered. This
work provides the first steps towards fully characterizing the vulnerabilities of visual document RAG systems
and helps guide the development of more robust designs.

10 Ethics & Societal Impact

The authors acknowledge the potential for misuse of this work through the creation of malicious inputs for
AT systems. However, the authors believe that VD-RAG is a developing technology and therefore evaluating
the robustness of the proposed approaches is critical to evaluating risks and mitigating them. Therefore, we
hope that the results presented in this work will aid in the development of defenses for and the safe design of
future VD-RAG systems.
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A Qualitative Attack Examples

In this section, we present qualitative demonstrations of the attacks. Examples of the universal White-box
Attack against the CLIP-ViT-LARGE embedding model and SmolVLM-Instruct VLM in [Figure 2]and [Figure 3|
for the ViDoRe-V1-Al and ViDoRe-V2-ESG datasets, respectively. Despite the success of the attack, the
perturbed image is almost indistinguishable from the original.

Figure 2: An example of a benign image from the ViDoRe-V1-Al Dataset (left) and its adversarially
perturbed counterpart (right). Universal White-boz Attack against CLIP-ViT-LARGE, SmolVLM-Instruct,

with perturbation intensity o = %. Result: ASR-R :1,ASR—G§1;1 T =1.

whch heip b reckuce the energy needed

to beat watnr b0 heat water.

Figure 3: An example of a benign image from the ViDoRe-V2-ESG Dataset (left) and its adversarially
perturbed counterpart (right). Universal White-box Attack against CLIP-ViT-LARGE, SmolVLM-Instruct,

with perturbation intensity o = %. Result: ASR-R =0.82, ASR—GS;l T =1.
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Manually Labeling Irial
Data in Vicon Nexus

()

VICON NEXUS: MANUAL TRIAL DATA LABELING

What is the process for manually labeling trial data?

Manually match each marker to a generic human
template reagrdess of trial-specific subject

calibration.
@ @ o % || B8
1. Capture Data 2. Marker Identification 3. Template Matching
Manually match each marker to a
generic human template regar-
(a) GPT-5: ASR-R®! + =1 and ASR-GS,' 1 =0.87. (b) Gemini-2.5-Flash: ASR-R®! 1 =1 and ASR-GS,.! 1

=0.70.

Figure 4: Two examples of successful malicious targeted Prompt-based attacks generated by (a)
GPT-5 and (b) Gemini-2.5-Flash, applied to GME-Qwen2-VL-2B and SmolVLM-Instruct.

What is the process for RAG KNOWLEDGE BASE IMAGE: DUAL-CONCEPT INFOGRAPHIC
manually labeling trial data VICON NEXUS: MANUAL TRIAL DATA MICRMORT & SAFETY ANALYSIS
in Vicon Nexus? LABELING PROCESS
1,000,000 VEHICLES
° /\ H comets per mion & @
7 A
~—XF
d 1 MICROMORT = 1-IN-MILLION RISK
Manually match each marker to A
a generic human template e 1 ;
regardless of trial-specific [ e
subject calibration. ——
| Used in TRANSPORATION POLICY
A micromort ) POLICY & RISK ASSESSMENT
measures the =
number of accidents Answer Q1: Manually match each Answer Q2: A micromort measures
e - marker to generic human template number io the accidents per milion
per million vehicles regardess of trial-specific subject vehicles on the road in used in
on the road and is used in calibration. transportation policy.

transportation policy.

(a) GPT-5: ASR-R®! 1 =0.5, ASR-R®® 1 =1, and ASR-  (b) Gemini-2.5-Flash: ASR-R®' 1 =0.5, ASR-R®® 1 =1,
G 1 =0.85. and ASR-Gg,' 1 =0.84.

Figure 5: Two examples of successful malicious targeted [Setting III| Prompt-based attacks generated by (a)
GPT-5 and (b) Gemini-2.5-Flash, applied to ColPali-v1.3 and Qwen2.5-VL-3B-Instruct.

Additionally, we show successful examples of images generated by the targeted Prompt-based Attack
in[Figure 4 Finally, we show successful examples of images generated by the targeted [Setting ITI| Prompt-based
Attack in
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B Robustness of SOTA Embedding Models to Universal Attacks.

To further investigate the origin of the robustness of ColPali to poisoning attacks, we performed ablations on
ASR-R®! metric of ColPali w.r.t. to dimensions: (i) the similarity metric used for retrieval and (ii) whether
the model is prompted by text and image or only the images. We consider 4 losses: (1) MazSim, which is the
original metric used by Colpali, (2) AvgSim, which replaces the max operator by the average, (3) SoftMazSim,
which replaces the max operator by softmax, and (4) CosAvg, which computes the cosine similarity of the
averaged token embeddings for both queries and images. Additional information about the MaxSim metric
can be found in [Appendix C| [Table 7] shows the ablation results and shows that the loss function used is
partly responsible for the robustness of ColPali. Changing the similarity measure would degrade robustness,
however, it is not wholly responsible for the robustness of ColPali.

Table 7: Ablation results of the robustness of ColPali (ASR-R®!) to universal VD-RAG poisoning attacks.

Context Type MaxSim AvgSim SoftMaxSim  CosAvg

Image + Text 0.00 0.25 0.15 0.05
Image Only 0.00 0.25 0.05 0.05

C Embedding Space Visualizations

In this section, we present two-dimensional UMAP (McInnes et al., [2018) visualizations of the embeddings for
images and user queries, employing the models CLIP-ViT-LARGE, ColPali-v1.3, and GME-Qwen2-VL-2B,
and using the first 100 samples from ViDoRe-V1-Al (Faysse et all 2024)). The visualizations are depicted
in [Figure 6a) [Figure 6b] and [Figure 6¢c] respectively. Notably, while CLIP-ViT-LARGE and GME-Qwen2-
VL-2B produce a single normalized vector embedding for each image or query, ColPali-v1.3 generates one
normalized vector embedding per token, resulting in multiple vectors for each query and image. To effectively
represent each query and image as a singular point within the same UMAP coordinate space, we adopt a
symmetrized and normalized late interaction (MaxSim) distance metric for the UMAP visualization, defined
as

LINs(Q,I):%XLI <E22|,I)+;XLI (|§|,Q>, (6)

where @ and I are the sets of query and image embeddings generated by a query ¢ and an image 4, respectively,
and LI is the late interaction (Faysse et all [2024) defined as,

LI(Q,I)= > max (EH|E)), (7)

where Ng and Nj are the number of vector embeddings in Q and I, and E}, and E} represent these
embeddings indexed by ¢ and j.

The figures show that, within the low-dimensional UMAP space, the image and text embeddings generated by
CLIP-ViT-LARGE are distinctly clustered, whereas those produced by ColPali-v1.3 and GME-Qwen2-VIL-2B
do not exhibit clear clusters corresponding to queries and images. This distinction might explain why it
is feasible to attack the CLIP-ViT-LARGE model. It is possible to create an artificial image that closely
aligns with all queries, as its embeddings cluster in the same region. In we show such artificial
attack images as purple circles. On the other hand, the ColPali-v1.3 and GME-Qwen2-VL-2B models lack a
consolidated area that encompasses all queries, making it difficult, if not impossible, to generate an image
that is in close proximity to all queries.

Additionally, in [Figure 6bland [Figure 6c| using blue dashed lines, we highlight the query-image pairs where the
nearest neighbor of the query does not correspond to its true ground truth image. We find that such pairs are
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UMAP Visualization of Clip Retrieval Scores, n_neighbors:5, min_dist:0.01
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Figure 6: UMAP visualizations of the embeddings generated by CLIP-ViT-LARGE, ColPali-v1.3, and
GME-Qwen2-VL-2B.

20



Under review as submission to TMLR

UMAP Visualization of Qwen Retrieval Scores, n_neighbors:5, min_dist:0.01
B [mage Embeddings e 9
EEN  Query Embeddings
8 4
6 4
[ [ ]
e & 0 ©
4 e
08 ©
E s
2 ® ¢
)
e, °
0 7% o °
L % ﬂ%?
[ ]
] @
—4A
g [ ]

-5 0 5 10 15
(¢) GME-Qwen2-VL-2B

Figure 6: UMAP visualizations of the embeddings generated by CLIP-ViT-LARGE, ColPali-v1.3, and
GME-Qwen2-VL-2B.

quite rare, and even when they do occur, they are typically situated close to each other within their respective
clusters. This observation may provide insights into why models like ColPali-v1.3 and GME-Qwen2-VL-2B
outperform models like CLIP-ViT-LARGE in retrieval tasks.

D Effect of Perturbation Intensity

shows how the maximum adversarial perturbation « affects attack success for a VD-RAG system
consisting of CLIP-ViT-LARGE and SmolVLM-Instruct. We observe that attacks can almost perfectly satisfy
8

both the retrieval and the generation conditions starting from o = 5z=. Therefore, in the rest of the paper,

we consider only attacks with a = %. In|Appendix A we provide visual examples of the stealthiness of an
attack with a = %. The figure also shows very little difference between the performance on the training and

test sets, demonstrating that the malicious image does not overfit to the training dataset.

E Judge Prompts

The following details the utilized prompts for the VLM-as-a-Judge defense.

Answer Relevancy Prompt

Evaluate the following metric:

answer_relevancy: Is the answer relevant to the user’s query? (YES or NO)

QUERY: { QWERY }

ANSWER: { ANSWER }

Write out in a step by step manner your reasoning to be sure that your conclusion is correct by filling
out the following JSON format with the grade and a concise reason behind the grade:

{grade: ’ ’, ’reason’: ’ ’}

Output the reason as a string, not as a list. The only allowed grades are YES or NO.
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CLIP-L + SmolVLM ColPali + SmoIVLM GME-Qwen2-VL-2B + SmolVLM
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Figure 7: Attack success rate as a function of the perturbation intensity a.

Image Context Relevancy Prompt

Evaluate the following metric by comparing the user query with the provided image:
image_context_relevancy: Is the content of the images relevant to the user’s query , i.e. can it
contribute to answer the query? (YES or NO)

QUERY: { QUERY }

IMAGES: { IMAGES}

Write out in a step by step manner your reasoning to be sure that your conclusion is correct by filling
out the following JSON format with the grade and a concise reason behind the grade:

{grade: ’ ’, ’reason’: ’ ’}

Output the reason as a string, not as a list. The only allowed grades are YES or NO.

Image Faithfulness Prompt

Evaluate the following metric by comparing the answer with the provided images:

image_faithfulness: Is the answer faithful to the content of the images, i.e. does it factually align
with any of the images? (YES or NO)

GENERATED ANSWER: { ANSWER }

IMAGES: { IMAGES }

Write out in a step by step manner your reasoning to be sure that your conclusion is correct by filling
out the following JSON format with the grade and a concise reason behind the grade:

{grade: ’ ’, ’reason’: ’ ’}

Output the reason as a string, not as a list. The only allowed grades are YES or NO.

F Prompt-based Attack Prompts

Below we show the details of the used prompts to generate black-box attacks using Gemini-2.5-Flash. We
only show the prompt used to generate the attack for the targeted attack (Setting I). Prompts for the other

attack variants (i.e., targeted [Setting II| targeted [Setting ITI} and universal) are very similar.

Prompt-based Attack Prompt (Targeted Attack [Setting IJ

Consider a RAG system with the knowledge base being images where each image corresponds to a PDF
document page.

The knowledge base is the vidore/syntheticDocQA_artificial_intelligence_test dataset.

The RAG system uses openai/clip-vit-large-patchl4 to compute embeddings of images and text, and
HuggingFaceTB/SmolVLM-Instruct vision language model (VLM) to generate answers.

We would like to create an image (does not have to look like a document page) that will be added to
the knowledge base, such that this image will be retrieved whenever the RAG user asks the question
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{ QUERY }. Moreover, when the image is retrieved, the correct answer to be generated by the LLM should
be { ANSWER }.

Can you generate this image using your image generation tool? Choose the image that would maximize
the likelihood of achieving the objective.

G Results of Query Paraphrasing

[Table 8§ and [Table 9 show the targeted and universal attack performance, respectively, against the query
paraphrasing defense.

Table 8: Targeted attacks against the query paraphrasing defence for the different embedding models and
VLMs.

Models Retrieval Generation
Attack Type ASR-GS' 1 SIM-Gy..' |
Embedder VLM ASR-R®' 1+ ASR-R®® 1
mean max mean
InternVL3-2B 1.00 1.00 0.59 1.00 0.12
CLIP-L Qwen2.5-3B 1.00 1.00 0.78 1.00 0.08
SmolVLM 1.00 1.00 0.80 1.00 0.02
InternVL3-2B 0.20 0.40 —0.09 —0.06 —0.02
White-box ColPali Qwen2.5-3B 0.20 0.40 0.78 1.00 0.24
SmolVLM 0.20 0.60 0.21 1.00 0.00
InternVL3-2B 0.80 1.00 0.55 1.00 0.08
GME Qwen2.5-3B 0.80 1.00 0.97 1.00 0.23
SmolVLM 0.80 1.00 0.79 1.00 0.00

Table 9: Universal attack against the query paraphrasing defence for the different embedding models and
VLMs.

Models Retrieval Generation

@-1 @-1

Attack Type  p odder  VIM Recall® ARecall®! | ASR-R®' 1 Recall® ARecall® | ASR-R® ¢ _259P-Csim T SIM-Gor
mean max mean

InternVL3-2B 0.17 —0.16 0.96 0.41 —0.04 1.00 098  1.00 0.03

CLIP-L  Qwen25-3B  0.17 —0.15 0.95 0.41 —0.04 1.00 .00 1.00 0.03

SmolVLM 0.17 —0.15 0.93 0.41 —0.04 1.00 .00 1.00 0.03

InternVL3-2B  0.61 0.00 0.00 0.95 0.00 0.05 0.60  0.99 0.21

White-box ~ ColPali Qwen2.5-3B  0.61 0.00 0.00 0.95 0.00 0.04 .00 1.00 0.03
SmolVLM 0.61 0.00 0.00 0.95 0.00 0.08 044  1.00 0.27

InternVL3-2B  0.51 0.00 0.00 0.91 0.00 0.20 089  1.00 0.05

GME Qwen2.5-3B 0.51 0.00 0.00 0.91 0.00 0.20 .00 1.00 0.03

SmolVLM 0.51 0.00 0.00 0.91 0.00 0.17 .00 1.00 0.03
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H Results of the Prompt-based Attack on Targeted

shows the complete results for the Prompt-based Attack for targeted

Table 10: Full Performance of the targeted Prompt-based Attack against multiple queries and multiple answers
(Setting I1I]).

Models Retrieval Generation

Attack Type Embedder VLM ASR-R®' 1 ASR-R®® 1 ASR-G§.'t  SIM-GY.'|
mean mean mean max mean A
InternVL3-2B 0.50 0.80 0.61 0.69 0.32 n/a
CLIP-L Qwen2.5-3B 0.50 0.80 0.66  0.85  0.29 n/a
SmolVLM 0.50 0.80 0.64 071  0.32 n/a
Prompt-based (Gemini InternVL3-2B 0.50 0.80 059  0.66  0.32 n/a
rompt-based (Gemini) ¢, ); Qwen2.5-3B 0.50 0.80 069 084  0.29 n/a
SmolVLM 0.50 0.80 0.67 078  0.30 n/a
InternVL3-2B 0.50 0.50 0.60 070  0.31 n/a
GME Qwen2.5-3B 0.50 0.50 0.68 082  0.29 n/a
SmolVLM 0.50 0.50 0.61 071  0.32 n/a
InternVL3-2B 0.40 0.40 0.74 079  0.30 n/a
CLIP-L Qwen2.5-3B 0.40 0.40 0.82  0.89  0.29 n/a
SmolVLM 0.40 0.40 0.77 087  0.32 n/a
InternVL3-2B 0.50 1.00 0.71 076  0.32 n/a
Prompt-based (GPT) ColPali Qwen2.5-3B 0.50 1.00 0.85 0.87  0.30 n/a
Smol VLM 0.50 1.00 0.81 091  0.33 n/a
InternVL3-2B 0.50 0.60 0.73 076 0.31 n/a
GME Qwen2.5-3B 0.50 0.60 0.83 087  0.30 n/a
SmolVLM 0.50 0.60 0.77 084  0.33 n/a

I Results of the ViDoRe-V2-ESG Dataset

[Table 11] and [Table 12| show the targeted and universal attack performance, respectively, for the ViDoRe-V2-
ESG dataset.

Table 11: Targeted attacks against the ESG dataset for the different embedding models and VLMs.

Models Retrieval Generation
Attack Type ASR-GS' 1 SIM-Gy.,' |
Embedder VLM ASR-R®' 1 ASR-R®° ¢
mean max mean
InternVL3-2B 1.00 1.00 0.79 1.00 0.10
CLIP-L Qwen2.5-3B 1.00 1.00 0.81 1.00 0.09
SmolVLM 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 0.12
White-b InternVL3-2B 1.00 1.00 0.46 1.00 0.10
we-or ColPali Qwen?2.5-3B 1.00 1.00 0.40  0.82 0.08
SmolVLM 1.00 1.00 0.42 1.00 0.11
InternVL3-2B 1.00 1.00 0.78 1.00 0.09
GME Qwen2.5-3B 1.00 1.00 0.97 1.00 0.09
SmolVLM 1.00 1.00 0.97 1.00 0.12
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Table 12: Universal attack against the ESG dataset across different embedding models and VLMs.

Models Retrieval Generation
@-—1 @-—1
Attack Type g odder  VIM Recall®® ARecall®! | ASR-R® + Recall® ARecall®® | ASR-R® + ASB-Gsim T SIM-Ggr
mean max mean
InternVL3-2B  0.13 —0.12 0.73 0.36 —0.04 0.98 1.00  1.00 0.05
CLIP-L Qwen2.5-3B  0.13 —0.12 0.73 0.36 —0.04 0.96 100 1.00 0.05
SmolVLM 0.13 —0.12 0.71 0.36 —0.04 0.96 1.00  1.00 0.05
Whitooh InternVL3-2B  0.48 —0.02 0.05 0.81 —0.01 0.05 0.68  1.00 0.21
phe-bor ColPali Qwen2.5-3B  0.48 —0.02 0.05 0.81 —0.01 0.07 0.99 1.00 0.06
SmolVLM 0.48 —0.01 0.04 0.81 —0.01 0.07 0.97  1.00 0.05
InternVL3-2B  0.46 —0.01 0.00 0.71 0.00 0.09 0.98  1.00 0.05
GME Qwen2.5-3B  0.46 —0.01 0.00 0.71 0.00 0.11 1.00  1.00 0.05
SmolVLM 0.46 —0.01 0.00 0.71 0.00 0.13 .00 1.00 0.05

25



	Introduction
	Poisoning VD-RAG
	Attack Definition
	Attack Objectives
	Variants Based on Attacker Knowledge

	Experiment Design
	Targeted Attack
	Universal Attack
	Defenses
	Related work
	Limitations
	Conclusion
	Ethics & Societal Impact
	Qualitative Attack Examples
	Robustness of SoTA Embedding Models to Universal Attacks.
	Embedding Space Visualizations
	Effect of Perturbation Intensity
	Judge Prompts
	Prompt-based Attack Prompts
	Results of Query Paraphrasing
	Results of the Prompt-based Attack on Targeted Setting III
	Results of the ViDoRe-V2-ESG Dataset

