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Tabloid's 
Setback in 

• 
'Reprint' 
Libel Suit i,1;„ 
State justices uphold 
$1.17 million verdict 

By Harriet Chiang 

	

Chronicle Legal Atrtira Writer 	) ; r  

Setting limits on the coverage of pril"  
vate individuals, the California Supreme 
Court ruled yesterday that the media are 
not protected from libel suits if they re-
print defamatory statements about a pri-
vate figure. 

In a unanimous decision, the high 
court upheld a $1.17 million verdict award-
ed to Khalid Khawar, a Bakersfield farmer 
who was falsely identified as the assassin 
of Senator Robert Kennedy in an article 

	

by the Globe, a tabloid newspaper. 	• ' 
In 1989, the Globe ran an article sum-

ming up a book by conspiracy theorist 
Robert Morrow that contained the false 
allegations about the 1968 acsacsination. 
The Globe ran an enlarged photo of Kha-
war that appeared in Morrow's book. Next 
to the article, it had an arrow pointing to 
Khawar and identifying him as the A cgaq-
sin. 

The Globe argued that it could not be 
found liable because it was accurately re-
porting on a matter of public controversy. 

The tabloid's legal defense was sup- 
ported by several major news organiza-
tions, which were concerned about the 
standards the court would set for report-
ing secondhand news. 

Several federal and state courts have 
recognized that the press has an absolute 
right under the First Amendment to accu-
rately report on public controversies even 
if they include people making defamatory 
remarks. 

But the state Supreme Court said most 



. In a unanimous decision, the high 
court upheld a $1.17 million verdict award-
ed to Khalid Khawar, a Bakersfield farmer 
who was falsely identified as the assassin 
of Senator Robert Kennedy in an article 
by the Globe, a tabloid newspaper. 

In 1989, the Globe ran an article sum-
ming up a book by conspiracy theorist 
Robert Morrow that contained the false 
allegations about the 1988 assassination. 
The Globe ran an enlarged photo of Kha-
war that appeared in Morrow's book. Next 
to the article, it had an arrow pointing to 
Khawar and identifying him as the asses-
sin. 

The Globe argued that it could not be 
found liable because it was accurately re-

. porting on a matter of public controversy. 
1 	The tabloid's legal defense was sup- 

ported by several major news organiza-
tions, which were concerned about the 
standards the court would set for report-
ing secondhand news. 

----- Several federal and state courts have 
recognized that the press has an absolute 
right under the First Amendment to accu-
rately report on public controversies even 
If they include people making defamatory 
remarks. 

But the state Supreme Court said most 
courts have recognized this privilege only 
when it involves a public figure. 

"Republication of accusations made 
'against private figures are never protect-
ed by the neutral reportage privilege," 
wrote Justice Joyce Kennard in the 
courts opinion. 

Reporting false accusations involving 
private individuals can have a "devastat-
ing effect" on their reputation because 
they do not have the same access to the 
media as a public figure to defend them-
selves, Kennard said.  

The high court declined to say whether 
the media would be protected if they were 
reporting on a public figure. 

James Brelsford, a San Francisco attor-
.,, ,ney who filed a friend-of-the-court brief 
k_ on behalf 	of the American Broadcasting 

Co., Hearst Corp. and several other news 
• organizations, said it Is disappointing that 
the court refused to recognize this privi-
lege. 

"It rejected some of the realities of 
what it means to be in the news reporting 
business," he said. 
-'. "The court is issuing a warning that 
when it comes to media reports on non-

"public figures, the press is going to be held 
to a tight standard," he said. 

....,':. Khawar's attorney, Francis Pizzulli of 
Santa Monica, said the decision draws a 

. line between mainstream journalism and 
tabloid newspapers. "Most people don't 

LIBEL: Pape A7 Col. 3 	 \ 



vh
O

u
irro

rn
la suprem

e t.ourt U
pholds $1.17 M

illion V
erdict 

F
ro

m
 P

a
g

e
 A

3
 

lo
o

k
 

to
 th

e
 m

e
d
ia

 fo
r re

te
llin

g
 

lies," he said. 
W

h
e
n
 p

riva
te

 p
e
o
p
le

 a
re

 In
-

volved, be said, "the decision clari-
fie

s th
a
t th

e
ir re

p
u
ta

tio
n
s a

re
 n

o
t 

g
ris

t fo
r th

e
 m

ill fo
r jo

u
rn

a
lis

ts
 

w
ho have no good faith in spread-

in
g
 th

e
 tru

th
." 

L
o
s
 A

n
g
e
le

s
 a

tto
rn

e
y
 K

e
ll' 

S
ager, w

ho filed a brief in support 
o
f th

e
 G

lo
b
e
 o

n
 b

e
h
a
lf o

f N
B

C
, 

C
B

S
, th

e
 L

o
s A

n
g
e
le

s T
im

e
s a

n
d
 

se
ve

ra
l o

th
e
r n

e
w

s g
ro

u
p
s, sa

id
 

she w
as relieved that the court did 

not use this decision to Infringe on 
th

e
 m

e
d
ia

's rig
h
t to

 ru
n
 b

o
o
k re

-
view

s and w
ire service stories that  

report on defam
atory statem

ents. 
"T

his is another exam
ple of the 

co
u
rt d

ra
w

in
g
 a

 lin
e
 b

e
tw

e
e
n
 re

-
p
o
rtin

g
 o

n
 p

riv
a
te

 fig
u
re

s
 a

n
d
 

p
u
b
lic fig

u
re

s, te
llin

g
 n

e
w

sp
a
p
e
rs 

that you need to take special care 
w

h
e
n
 re

p
o
rtin

g
 o

n
 p

riv
a
te

 fig
-

ures," she said. 
T

he controversy arose after the 
G

lo
b
e
 ra

n
 a

n
 a

rtic
le

 in
 its

 A
p
ril 

1989 issue on M
orrow

's book, "T
he 

S
e
n
a
to

r M
u
s
t D

ie
." M

o
rro

w
 a

l-
leged that K

ennedy's assassination 
in 1968 w

as the w
ork of the Iranian 

shah's secret police and the M
afia. 

H
e included in the book a pho-

to taken of K
haw

ar at the A
m

bas-
sador H

otel w
here he w

as covering 
K

ennedy as a photojournalist for a 

P
akistani m

agazine. 
K

h
a
w

a
r w

a
s a

t th
e
 h

o
te

l a
n
d
 

h
a
d
 h

is p
ictu

re
 ta

ke
n
 w

ith
 K

e
n
n
e
-

d
y b

u
t h

e
 w

a
s in

 a
n
o
th

e
r ro

o
m

 
w

hen the senator w
as shot, accord-

in
g
 to

 th
e
 F

B
I. 

A
fte

r th
e
 sto

ry w
a
s p

u
b
lish

e
d
, 

K
h
a
w

a
r a

n
d
 h

is fa
m

ily re
ce

ive
d
 

num
erous threats. 

K
h
a
w

a
r su

e
d
 th

e
 G

lo
b
e
 in

 A
u
-

gust 1989 and w
on. T

he state C
ourt 

o
f A

p
p
e
a
l u

p
h
e
ld

 th
e
 ve

rd
ict. H

e
 

also sued M
orrow

, but lost. 
In

 u
p
h
o
ld

in
g
 K

h
a
w

a
r's ve

rd
ict, 

th
e
 co

u
rt sa

id
 K

h
a
w

a
r w

a
s n

o
t a

n
 

"in
v
o
lu

n
ta

ry
 p

u
b
lic

 fig
u
re

" b
e
-

ca
u
se

 b
e
 h

a
d
 n

o
 w

a
y o

f kn
o
w

in
g
 

that K
ennedy w

ould be assassinat-
ed m

om
ents after he had his photo  

ta
ke

n
 w

ith
 h

im
. 

N
o
r d

id
 h

e
 h

a
ve

 su
fficie

n
t a

c-
ce

ss to
 th

e
 m

e
d
ia

 "to
 e

ffe
ctive

ly 
c
o
u
n
te

r th
e
 d

e
fa

m
a
to

ry
 fa

ls
e
-

h
o
o
d
s in

 th
e
 G

lo
b
e
 a

rticle
," K

e
n
-

nard said. 

T
he court also found that there 

w
as am

ple evidence that the G
lobe 

a
cte

d
 w

ith
 m

a
lice

 w
h
e
n
 it p

u
b
-

lish
e
d
 th

e
 re

p
o
rt. T

h
e
 F

B
I a

n
d
 lo

-
cal prosecutors had conducted an 
extensive investigation on the as-
sa

ssin
a
tio

n
. S

irh
a
n
 S

irh
a
n
 w

a
s 

fo
u
n
d
 g

u
ilty b

y a
 ju

ry a
n
d
 se

n
-

tenced to life in prison. 
"T

here w
ere obvious reasons to 

doubt the accuracy of the M
orrow

 
b
o
o
k's ce

n
tra

l cla
im

," K
e
n
n
a
rd

 
said. 


