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Since the last Badger, a tweeter named John Kerlen has been convicted of 

“improper use of a communications network” for calling his local councillor a 

c***, while 21-year-old student Liam Stacey has been jailed for tweeting 

offensively about Fabrice Muamba. Where should the line be drawn between free 

speech and unacceptable behaviour? 

Immediately after Fabrice Muamba suffered a cardiac arrest and collapsed on White 

Hart Lane football pitch, Liam Stacey tweeted, “LOL, F*** Muamba. He’s dead,” and 

followed it up with a string of racist remarks. 

If he’d been physically present at the scene, and was shouting instead of tweeting, he 

would have caused immense distress to the Muamba family, probably started a riot 

and certainly been arrested. 

As it is, however, he broadcast his thoughts on Twitter and was whisked off to 

prison for 56 days. The Council of Europe’s outgoing human rights commissioner 

Thomas Hammarberg has argued – as, unsurprisingly, has Stacey himself – that this 

places an excessive and a grave restriction on freedom of speech. 

Coincidentally, that very same day, a committee of Parliament published a report 

which contained an excellent summary of why freedom of speech is important: “It is 

essential for discovering new truths and thus enabling social progress; it allows for 

the moral and cultural self-development of individuals; and it is necessary for the 

flourishing of a healthy democracy.” 

Convicting Liam Stacey is not an abuse of free speech. Inciting hatred does not 

discover new truths and causing needless distress to the family of a young man 

fighting for his life does not morally self-develop anyone. 

While we obviously shouldn’t restrict speech solely to that which makes an 

important and worthwhile comment, I doubt that British society will be worse off 

now that racist obscenities are banned even on the Internet. 

John Kerlen’s case is similar, but only slightly. He was charged with making “grossly 

offensive and menacing” comments on Twitter following a complaint from 

Councillor Melvin Seymour to the police after he was called a c***. Officers also 

searched Kerlen’s house and seized more than ten items of computer equipment. 

There are four key differences between Kerlen and Stacey. First, rude as the ‘c***’ 

tweet may have been, it was commenting on a political matter of public interest; it 
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may even have been making a good point, though it’s hard to tell following its 

mysterious disappearance from Twitter! 

Secondly, Cllr Seymour is an elected politician and surely cannot be surprised to 

find his activities being scrutinised and commented upon by the public. 

Thirdly, he called the police because someone called him a c***. Most 10-year-olds 

have grown out of “telling” when someone swears at them and it is a pity that 

Bexley’s councillors have not done the same. 

And finally, are the police really so desperate for excitement that they need to follow 

up on such daft complaints? The police must have better things to do with their time 

and money than raiding the homes of those who take an interest in local politics. 

Indeed, in the month of March alone, there were over 1,100 reported cases of theft 

and violent crime in Bexley – some of which included hate crime of the sort that 

Liam Stacey perpetrated. 

People need to understand that comments posted on Twitter have implications in 

real life, and that certain outbursts, including racist abuse, are not acceptable 

anywhere. 

But the Melvin Seymours of this world need to recognise that the Internet provides a 

forum for discussion, in which they may well be criticised, and, in the words of Lord 

Leveson, “people should adopt a robust and realistic approach to living in the 21st 

century,” – especially those politicians who are supposed to be leading us. 


