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big issue

photographers often get stopped by police or security guards, particularly in the uK. Why is this happening and What does this 
mean for visitors and photographers visiting london this summer?

Have you had any run-ins with 
police or security guards for taking 
photos? Let us know your opinion 
on our facebook discussion page.

Flash mob organised 
by the organisation ‘I’m 
A Photographer Not a 
Terrorist’ demonstrating 
against frequent police 
stop and searches of 
photographers.

The bIg Issue: photography and the authorities

Know your rigHts
ResouRces:

advice by the metropolitan police on 
photography: www.met.police.uk/about/
photography.htm

the london street photography festival has 
a stand your ground campaign and guidance 
on photographers’ rights.
www.londonstreetphotographyfestival.
org/stand-Your-ground 

amateur photographer has also a 
photographer rights card on their website:
www.amateurphotographer.co.uk/pdf/
aprightscard.pdf

for more information on photographers’ 
rights and the campaign i’m a 
photographer not  a terrorist, go to 
photographernotaterrorist.org

Who knows if there would have been the 
rich genre of street photography if the 

likes of henri cartier-bresson, elliot erwitt and 
robert frank had to deal with over zealous 
security guards, or had been arrested under 
anti-terror legislation when taking photos.

although in most Western countries, 
everybody is allowed to take photographs in 
public places, many photographers run into 
problems when going about their work.

of course there are restrictions (military 
structures or places where there’s an expectation 
of privacy, such as changing rooms and private 
gardens seen from the street), but photographers 
are often stopped in busy streets and public areas. 
it’s true that legislation does exist in some instances, 
preventing you from publishing photos – for 
example you cannot use a person (and sometimes 
even private building) for use in advertising and in 
france and germany, privacy laws require you to get 
the subject’s permission to publish in many cases. 

Just doing an online search yields countless 
reports, petitions and forum discussions from 
all over the world by photographers who have 
been prevented from taking pictures – for work 
or leisure – by police and security guards. the 
relationship between photographers and the 
authorities in the uK however, is particularly 
strained. although there are different laws the police 
can cite to stop photographers (like a public order 
act, or obstructing police in their duty), uK police 
often draw on the anti-terror legislation, which is 
amongst the most stringent in Western europe.

be it paranoia, an attempt at censorship, 
demonstration of power or legitimate suspicion, 
a lot of police and security guards confront 
photographers with this supposition. this situation 
is likely to get worse during the olympic games 
as the authorities will be on high alert for terrorist 
attacks. the security operation to safeguard the 
olympics will cost an estimated £550 million. grant 
smith from the organisation i’m a photographer 
not a terrorist says, ‘i am afraid that the situation 
will become more hostile towards photographers, 
either amateur or professional as the security 
industry ratchets up the fear of attack. i think the 
atmosphere of suspicion regarding photographers 

will be considerable. i would not advise anyone to 
stop taking pictures – these times of reduced liberty 
and heightened fear are part of our social history.’

brett Jefferson stott, director of london festival 
of photography agrees, but also says that it helps 
to apply some common sense. ‘avoid taking 
photographs of what might be security concerns, 
like security cameras. if you photograph these, 
someone is likely to question you – if you hang 
around that is. at the end of the day you need 
to ask yourself if this shot is really worth the 
confrontation, even if you are in the right. if there’s 
a clash, it may be useful to discreetly record the 
conversation with video or audio if the police 
are called or if you do end up in a police station. 
it would certainly get some reaction online.’

combat terrorism. i think security guards have, 
in a lot of cases taken it too far and have been 
carelessly citing anti-terror reasonings for baseless 
security concerns. they have been recorded in 
some instances talking about “covert surveillance” 
when its obvious the photographers with large 
cameras are being everything but covert.

‘this, despite recent guidelines from the home 
office and the british security industry association, 
stating that ‘the fact that an individual is taking 
a photograph does not in itself indicate hostile 
reconnaissance or other suspicious behaviour.’

however, brett is optimistic: ‘the newly 
issued guidelines for police and private 
security firms is definitely going to make 
things better, especially once they’ve had 
time to filter properly through the ranks.’

grant, on the other hand has seen a more 
worrying trend. during the occupy london 
movement the security guards of the adjacent 
and privately owned paternoster square, grew 
increasingly hostile. he says, ‘the owners of 
paternoster square have rescinded the public right 
of way through the privately managed “public” 
space. more privatisation of our public space 
means that more security personnel are being 
employed to protect this newly acquired land.’

so sadly, it looks like photographers will face 
more interference with their work for some time 
to come, which makes it important to continue the 
campaign and make sure your voices are heard. 

of course, we accept that there are legitimate 
concerns regarding terrorist attack, but in a world 
were streetview and google earth are readily 
available, not to mention the thousands of cctv 
cameras that have sprung up around the world 
(particularly in london), maybe photographers 
should no longer be the prime suspects.

AdvIce FRom gRANT smITh oF I’m a photographer, not a terrorIst 

If stopped by security guards:
politely advise the security guard that he/she 
has no right to stop you taking photographs or 
view or delete your images, provided you are on 
public land. it’s irrelevant whether the building 
is privately or publicly owned. however, if the 
guard insists on standing in front of your lens, 
wait until police arrive (you can be sure guards 
will call police if you don’t move) and point out 
your rights. you do not need prior permission 
to photograph any building or individual from 
a public space. often guards cite the data 
protection act to stop you taking pictures. 
this has no relevance to your circumstance. 

If stopped by the police:
be polite and courteous. police are not allowed 
to stop and search you under s44 anymore, and 
must have reasonable suspicion that you are 
a terrorist for s43. however if a police officer 
wants to stop you taking photographs, he can 
do this under a public order act, or obstructing 
police in their duty. this is why it is important to 
remain calm and polite. by all means continue 
taking photographs, though this may be 
interpreted as being inflammatory – you will 
have to exercise discretion and judgement.

NB: This advice is relevant for the UK only.

many photojournalists who have been stopped 
and searched by police, quoting anti-terror 
legislation, have reported being arrested and 
having their equipment confiscated. there have 
also been incidents, where the police maintained 
that it was illegal to photograph and film them, 
in particular during demonstrations. this has 
raised the suspicion that this was done to stop 
photographers from covering protests and the 
way the police deal with these kind of situations.

campaigns by the nuJ, amateur photographer 
and the organisation i’m a photographer and 
not a terrorist have instigated a change in 
the law. the revision means that in order to 
stop and search a photographer the police 
now need to be able to articulate ‘reasonable 
suspicion’ of terrorist activities, which have 
made these occurrences less frequent.

the official advice, as stated on the metropolitan 
police website’s photography section is this. 
‘members of the public and the media do not need 
a permit to film or photograph in public places 
and police have no power to stop them filming or 
photographing incidents or police personnel.’ 

there has been some effort by the police to make 
this understood, but there are still occurrences of 
the police trying to control photographers. only 
recently photothisandthat.co.uk documented how 
the police restricted photography outside the old 
bailey court in london following the convictions 
of the racist killers of stephen lawrence.

if the message is slow to get through to frontline 
police officers, it is even slower to get though to 
the security industry. security guards stopping 
photographers from taking photos that include 
the buildings they safeguard are frequent in 
london. to illustrate this allegation, the london 
festival of photography 2011 produced a short 
film where six photographers were sent into 
the city of london to photograph buildings. all 
photographers were stopped at least once and 
three encounters led to police action. you can 
see the video on their website (see grey box)

brett says, ‘there was a police initiative in the 
city of london called project griffin where police 
specifically asked security firms to help look out 
for suspicious behaviour and to help the police 
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