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 landmarks in the common law

Jury equity has led to acquittals for a man who avenged the death of his son, and for accomplices 
who didn’t stand trial for 24 years (see pp. 13–15). There are numerous other cases illustrating the 
ability of the jury to return verdicts according to conscience. These include environmental activists 
and peace campaigners as well as cases involving the possession and supply of cannabis for 
medical purposes

Key cases for jury equity
Environmental activists

Peace protesters

 Olditch and Pritchard (2007)

Toby Olditch and Philip Pritchard were 
acquitted of conspiring to cause criminal 
damage at RAF Fairford, Gloucestershire. 
The two peace activists used bolt cutters to 
break through a perimeter fence in order to 
damage the engines of B-52 bombers prior 
to the outbreak of the Iraq War in 2003. 
The campaigners argued they were trying to 
prevent war crimes that would result from 
the indiscriminate use of cluster bombs. 

 Boyes and Wright (2001)

Sylvia Boyes and Keith Wright were members of Trident Ploughshares, a group campaigning for the 
removal of Trident nuclear missiles. They were arrested in 1999 after being caught in the vicinity 
of the nuclear submarine HMS Vengeance, which was in dock at Barrow-in-Furness, Cumbria. 
They were armed with an axe, hammers and six cans of aerosol paint.  At their trial at Manchester 
Crown Court for conspiracy to commit criminal damage, the pair admitted they intended to 
damage the submarine but argued that their actions were necessary to prevent a greater evil and a 
breach of international law. In summing up, the trial judge, Rhys Davies, told the jury that although 
Boyes and Wright could be considered ‘thoroughly decent and idealistic people’ doing what they 
thought was right, ‘ideals formed no defence against a criminal damage charge.’ The jury found 
them not guilty.

 Kronlid and others (1996)

Four female peace campaigners were 
acquitted after causing £1.5 million of 
damage to a Hawk jet fighter destined for 
export to Indonesia. The defendants argued 
they were seeking to protect the civilian 
population of East Timor, which at the 
time was under illegal occupation by the 
Indonesian military regime.

 Ponting (1985)

Clive Ponting was a civil servant at the 
Ministry of Defence. He leaked documents to 
Labour MP Tam Dalyell that concerned the 
circumstances surrounding the sinking of the 
Argentinian cruiser General Belgrano by a 
British submarine during the 1982 Falklands 
War. Ponting was prosecuted under the 
Official Secrets Act 1911 but sought 
the sympathy of the jury, arguing that the 
public had a right to know and that his 
actions were in the public interest. Despite 
Mr Justice McCowan’s direction that he had 
no defence in law (the issue being simply 
whether he leaked the information), the jury 
returned a not guilty verdict.

See also: 
James and Wenham (2000) 
Randle and Pottle (1991)

 Drake and others (2008)

In 2008 six Greenpeace environmental activists 
were acquitted on charges of causing £30,000 of 
criminal damage to the Kingsnorth power station in 
Kent. The climate change campaigners scaled one of 
the station’s cooling towers and painted the word 
‘Gordon’ on the side of the chimney. The campaigners 
claimed the power station emitted 20,000 tonnes of 
carbon dioxide every day and that their actions were 
justified in seeking to prevent the wider damage to 
the environment.

 Melchett (2000)

In 2000 the director of Greenpeace and 27 other Greenpeace activists were 
prosecuted for criminal damage to a crop of genetically modified (GM) maize 
in Norfolk. They successfully argued that they damaged property in order to 
protect property (a defence under the Criminal Damage Act 1971). Juries 
have not always accepted this defence. In two similar cases involving damage 
to GM crops, activists were acquitted by a jury at Worcester Crown Court in 
2001 but convicted by a jury in North Wales at Mold Crown Court in 2003.

See also: 
Charvet and Ridout (2001) 
Edmonton Incinerator (2001)

 Biezanek (1993)

This case and those of Blythe (1998) and Davies (1999) 
show the reluctance of the jury to convict defendants 
using or supplying cannabis for medical reasons. Dr 
Ann Biezanek was acquitted at Liverpool Crown Court 
on five charges relating to the supply and possession 
of cannabis intended for her daughter Lucy, who had 
an incurable illness. Dr Biezanek sought to rely on 
the defence of duress of circumstances (that she was 
compelled to commit the offence to prevent serious 
injury). She told the jury that she acted according to 
her conscience and that her daughter’s condition had 
improved and that she had put on weight and was able 
to sleep as a result of the cannabis. The jury acquitted 
her after 40 minutes of deliberation.

See also: 
Colin Davies (1999) 
Alan Blythe (1998)

Cannabis cases
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