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PCC issues privacy ruling about accident photography; upholds complaint on court reporting

The Press Com plaints Commission today publishes tw o  adjudications.

Pictures o f  accidents
The f irs t is a key ru ling on the  issue o f photographs o f accidents th a t take place in public. It fo llow s a 
com p la in t fro m  a man whose e lderly  m o the r-in -law  had been in jured in a car crash, and was 
photographed receiving tre a tm e n t. The W iltsh ire  Gazette &  Herald published an image online, 
sho rtly  a fte r the  accident, w hen fam ily  m em bers m ay have been in a state o f shock. This image 
showed the  com pla inan t's  facial features as she received em ergency trea tm en t. On th e  next day it 
published a d iffe re n t image, in w hich her fea tures w ere  e n tire ly  obscured.

In its ruling, the  Commission said th a t the re  was "a clear need fo r  newspapers to  exercise caution 
w hen publishing images th a t re la te to  a person's health and medical trea tm en t, even if  th e y  are 
taken in public places". It accepted th a t "large-scale events such as te rro r is t attacks and natura l 
disasters involve a degree o f public in te rest so great th a t it may be p ropo rtiona te  and appropria te  to  
show  images o f th e ir  a fte rm a th  w ith o u t the  consent o f those invo lved". However, the re  was 
insu ffic ien t public in te res t in a m ore rou tine  inc iden t such as a car crash to  override th e  rights to  
privacy o f the  v ic tim  by publishing a p icture  o f her face and show ing her receiving tre a tm e n t. The 
on line pub lica tion o f  the  image, the re fo re , raised a breach o f Clause 3 (Privacy) and 5 (In trusion in to  
g rie f o r shock) o f the  Code.

The Commission ruled th a t the  newspaper's response -  it  had apologised privately, p rom p tly  
w ith d ra w n  the  o ffend ing  photograph fro m  the  w ebsite , published the  fam ily 's  criticism s o f the  paper 
and published an apology — was su ffic ien t to  rem edy the  breach. It did n o t consider th a t the  article 
published in the  paper ed ition , in which the  v ic tim  was no t seen receiving trea tm en t, raised a breach 
o f the  Code.

For details o f the  adjud ica tion, please click here 

C ourt reporting
In a separate ruling, the  Commission has critic ised the  Newham  Recorder fo r  fa iling  to  distinguish 
be tw een con jecture  and fac t in a cou rt repo rt. The new spaper reported  th a t the  com pla inan t's  son -  
w ho  was subsequently m urdered -  had behaved aggressively tow ards his landlord 's w ife . The 
com pla inan t denied th a t th is  had happened and made c lear th a t th is  version o f events had no t been 
accepted by the  court. The Commission considered th a t it  was regre ttab le  th a t a d ispute abou t such 
a small part o f  the  artic le  could no t have been resolved a t an early stage in a p ropo rtiona te  way. In 
its v iew , the  newspaper should have re ta ined the  qua lify ing  w ord  "a lleged ly" -  which appeared in 
the  orig ina l copy supplied by the  agency — in o rd e r to  d istinguish the  claim  from  fact. Its fa ilu re  to  do 
so raised a breach o f the  Code. The com p la in t was, the re fo re , upheld.

For details o f the  adjud ica tion, please click here
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For fu r th e r in fo rm a tion , please call W illiam  Gore on 0207 831 0022.
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