County Tyrone family awarded £75,000 in libel case over false dine and dash claims
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A family from County Tyrone, comprising Peter and Ann McGirr and their children, Peter Jr and Carol, has been awarded £75,000 in libel damages following a wrongful accusation of "dining and dashing" from a bar in the Peak District of England. This outcome was confirmed in the High Court during a session held recently.
The McGirr family initiated legal proceedings against the Horse & Jockey Public House after they were falsely accused of leaving the establishment without paying their £150 food and drink bill. The allegations surfaced from a Facebook post made by the pub in July of the previous year, which included CCTV images of the family and labelled them as "dine and dashers". Subsequently, similar claims appeared in reports from at least four different national newspapers.
During the court proceedings, Mr Justice Colton heard that the accusations were baseless and defamatory. The family’s barrister, Peter Girvan, emphasised, "The allegations were entirely false. The plaintiffs had not engaged in any such conduct, and the statements made by the defendants had no factual basis." The court was informed that the defendants accepted their claims, agreeing to the £75,000 damages and covering the family's legal fees.
Moreover, an apology was issued, acknowledging the distress, embarrassment, and reputational harm caused by the allegations. Counsel representing Horse & Jockey (Peak District) Ltd confirmed that there was no factual basis for the allegations, stating, "The defendants unreservedly apologise to the Plaintiffs for the distress, embarrassment, and reputational harm caused by the publications."
Following the verdict, the family's solicitor, Darragh Carney of Johnsons law firm, expressed that the McGirr family felt vindicated by the ruling. He noted their satisfaction with the settlement, which aims to compensate for the defamation of their character and the costs incurred in pursuing legal action.
The case highlights the implications of defamatory statements made publicly and the recourse available to those seeking to protect their reputations.
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