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ADVICE TO PHOTOGRAPHERS 

This information to try and answer the main question of what rights does the photographer have, what can the 

police do and what are the rights of the individual(s) being photographed. 

Reliable sources have been accessed to check the validity of the current legal position but the information 

provided is of general nature and not intended for legal advice. 

It is also very important to respect the liberty and rights of each person and situation and any overriding general 

advice to photographers is - if you get into a difficult situation then its best to defuse it and unless the shot you 

have taken is worth arguing over it sometimes better to just delete it and walk away rather than to educate the 

people involved, this includes police officers, officials and the public. 

So here are all the basic questions covered but another suggestion would be to refer to a great article, without 

prejudice, that a more extensive explanation of what rights UK photographers have.  

Article by Linda Macpherson on UK Photographers Rights 

Facts in summary 

Where can I take photographs? 

 Everyone has the right to photograph in a public space 

 Shopping centres are private property and therefore the owners can impose restrictions and bans on 

taking photographs whilst on their property. 

 You can however take photos of private property, i.e. shopping centre, if you are standing on the public 

highway. The exceptions to these are military institutions and some national/royal spaces. 

 You can take photographs in public parks but some local authorities can impose restrictions on these 

too. 

 Be aware that if you are causing an obstruction on the public highway to photograph something this 

could, unlikely though, to get you into a conversation with the police.  Common sense usually prevails, i.e. don't 

set your tripod up the public footpath or in the road when it’s busy and likely to cause an obstruction and 

generally speaking you will just be asked to move on. 

Who can I take photographs of? 

 In UK law there is no specific right to privacy in public places. The European Convention on Human 
Rights gives a 'right to private and family life' 

 In UK law you do not have a right to privacy in a public place. 

 Therefore you do not need the permission of someone to take their photograph if you are standing in a 
public space - however caution is advised here - if the photograph is of a family with said children then be 
sensitive to this as the law is a little more vague when it comes to infringement of "reasonable expectation to 
privacy" even when in public space.  Advice is to ask permission. 

 If you intend to use the photograph for publication, commercial use or stock photography then you need 
a signed model release. 

 Photographs of people may also be the subject of the data protection act which controls the processing 
of "personal data" that is data relating to an individual from which an individual can be identified - this is again a 
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grey area and whilst there has not been a court case to determine whether a photograph of someone without any 
identifying information would be caught by this act the advice is to be aware this. 

 Photographing children under the age of 16.  Whilst it is not illegal to photograph children in public 
spaces it will certainly draw the attention of parents, other adults and the police so it is advisable to get at least 
the verbal consent from the parents at least first.  Many local authorities and organisations have strict child 
protection policies in children's sports and other activities and have rules about photography at events so it is 
worth enquiring about the policy before attempting to take photographs even if you are the parent of the child 
involved. 

 You cannot photograph someone (using a long lens for example) from a public space of them in a 
private place, such as their home, without their consent.  This is an invasion of privacy even though the photo is 
taken from a public place. 

What are my rights when challenged? 

 Read the list above and know it well enough to be able to talk to the person challenging you - do not 
argue it as legal authority - simply explain you understand your rights to be... 

 if someone claims being photographed is harassment then point out the following - just because you 
have photographed someone (in a public space) and they didn't want to be photographed doesn’t make it 
harassment.  Harassment is essentially behaviour that causes another person alarm or distress and it refers to a 
course (course means at least two occasions) of conduct not a single event.  If a photographer stalks a person to 
get a photograph of them or repeatedly thrusts a camera in their face this might be harassment. 

 If challenged remain polite and calm. 

 You are not required to give any personal details unless you are being arrested by the Police. 

 No one, including the police, has the right to delete your images or force you to delete your images - 
however sometimes this may be the simplest way to defuse a situation if the photos are not that important to you. 

 No one has the right to confiscate your camera or equipment 

Remember photography is not a crime! 

In most situations that arise, things can easily be placated with an explanation of what you are doing and what 
your intended purpose of the photograph is for.  If you seek permission first then you are less likely to have 
issues.  Where that isn't feasible or desirable, then just be sensitive to individuals and know the facts, but remain 
calm and polite and decide yourself if the image is worth the aggravation of debating things. 

 

 

 


