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Answers 

Jury equity 
Giles Bayliss 

1 Jury equity refers to the capacity of a jury to return a verdict according to conscience. This is 
only possible because a jury does not have to give reasons for its verdicts (making it difficult to 
challenge verdicts on appeal) and because a judge cannot direct a jury to convict (R v Wang). 
Possible reasons for acquittals might be that a jury considers the law unfair or the decision to bring a 
prosecution unjust. Jurors may also have sympathy with the motives of the defendant and feel that a 
prosecution is unwarranted or be reluctant to see a defendant punished for his or her actions. 

2 Examples of jury equity have involved environmental and peace activists (Kronlid, Randle and 
Pottle and Melchett) and the use of cannabis for medical reasons, as seen in the cases of Blythe and 
Biezanek. One thing that many of these cases have in common is that defendants often represent 
themselves in court e.g. Kronlid and her co-defendants; Boyes and Wright and more famously Randle 
and Pottle (Michael Randle published a book on the subject — How to Defend Yourself in Court — in 
1995). 

3 Jury equity can be seen as providing a valuable safeguard against unfair and unjust laws or 
prosecutions. Patrick Devlin made this point when he referred to the jury as the ‘lamp that shows that 
freedom lives’. 

Jurors can be seen to reflect the views of ordinary people and passing judgement on the justice 
system itself.  As the historian E. P. Thompson observes: ‘The jury attends in judgment not only upon 
the accused, but also upon the justice and humanity of the law.’ 

4 A key argument against jury equity is that it undermines the role of the jury system and the 
oath sworn by jurors to give a true verdict according to the evidence. The dangers of such ‘perverse 
verdicts’ can be seen in the case of Owen, where the jury ignored the evidence and the law and found 
the defendant not guilty. The case did not involve environmental or peace activists or issues of 
conscience — it was purely motivated by revenge.   If such cases were more frequent, the jury system 
would cease to function and would have to be replaced.     

Commentators such as Penny Darbyshire see such verdicts as an inevitable result of the ‘unreasoned 
verdict’ — the fact that jurors are not required to explain the reasons behind their decisions.    

5 Route-to-verdict directions aim to assist jurors in the decision-making process and, in theory, 
limit the possibility of perverse verdicts. The directions provide a structured approach to jury 
deliberations rather than leaving them to deliberate simply on the basis of the directions and summing 
up given by the judge at the end of the trial. Ultimately, even with such written directions, the capacity 
of the jury to return a verdict according to conscience will not be eliminated and appears to be an 
inevitable feature of the jury system. 


