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Activity 

Are juries on trial? 
Giles Bayliss 

A quick search on the internet reveals a wealth of comment and discussion on the Vicky Pryce case 
and the questions posed by the jury in the first prosecution. 

While some commentators argue that the case raises serious doubts about the reliability of juries, 
others are reluctant to draw conclusions from an isolated example and argue that, if anything, the case 
demonstrates the willingness of the jury to seek clarification. 

What happened in the case? 
Vicky Pryce was prosecuted, together with her former husband, Chris Huhne, for perverting the course 
of justice. The case concerned a speeding ticket that she argued she was pressured into taking on his 
behalf in 2003. Huhne pleaded guilty (at a late stage) but his wife denied the offence, raising the rarely 
pleaded defence of marital coercion. 

After hearing the case, the jury retired to consider its verdict. After deliberating for 14 hours they sent 
10 written questions to the judge. It was the nature of these questions that prompted extensive 
discussion in the media about the jury system. The judge in the case addressed the questions and the 
jury returned to consider their verdict.   

View the ten questions: http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-21521460 

After a further 2 hours of deliberation, the jury informed the judge that it was highly unlikely that they 
would be able to reach a majority decision (one in which at least 10 of them agreed) and so the jury 
was discharged. A fresh jury was sworn in the following week and the case heard again. This time the 
jury convicted Pryce. 

Channel 4 clip: http://www.channel4.com/news/vicky-pryce-trial-judge-will-accept-majority-verdict 

This was clearly an unusual case and it led the barrister prosecuting the case, Andrew Edis QC, to 
comment that the jury did not appear to have ‘truly understood’ or ‘sufficiently grasped’ its task.  He 
went on to say: 

‘I don't ever recollect getting to this stage in any trial, even in far more complicated trials than this one, 
and after two days of deliberations a list of questions of this very basic kind illustrating that at least 
some jurors do not seem to have grasped it…’ 

The trial judge, Mr Justice Sweeney also commented on the nature of the questions from the jury. He 
said that some of them had shown a ‘fundamental deficit in understanding’ of their role. He said that in 
30 years of criminal trials he had never come across such a case. 

Find out more about the case: 

http://www.theguardian.com/law/2013/feb/20/vicky-pryce-jury-discharged 
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http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-21516473 

What does this case show? 
This case reminds us that jurors can put questions in writing to the judge, both during the trial and 
when they are deliberating. It also highlights the fact that as a jury is randomly selected, the jury may 
be composed of people with differing levels of understanding. Should, for example, greater use be 
made of written instructions or ‘decision trees’ to assist jurors in reaching a decision? It is worth noting 
the findings by Professor Thomas that 82% of jurors want more guidance on how to conduct their 
deliberations (see the ‘Current challenges to the jury system’ activity and p. 26 of the magazine). 
One possibility in the Vicky Pryce case is that the jury had reached deadlock — perhaps because a 
few of the jurors simply didn’t understand the case and the significance of the evidence. It is possible 
that those who actually did understand the issues posed the ten questions in order try and break the 
deadlock by inviting the judge to clarify the issues. The clarity and wording of the questions suggests 
that there were at least some jurors who clearly understood the nature of their role and the issues 
involved. 

Tasks 
Have a look at the links above, particularly the questions posed by the jurors. 

1 Looking at the list of questions asked, should the jurors have already known the answers to 
these questions? 

2 Could a similar situation be avoided by the use of written instructions/improved guidance to 
jurors? 


