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November 26, 2009

Italian Prosecutors Call for Prison in a Google Case

By ERIC SYLVERS

Italian prosecutors on Wednesday asked a judge to give prison sentences to three Google executives and one former executive accused of defamation and failure to comply with privacy laws.

The prosecutors contend that Google was negligent because it allowed a video of high school students bullying a disabled classmate to remain on its Italian-language video service for two months in 2006. The company, which is based in Mountain View, Calif., says it removed the video several hours after being alerted of its existence.

Italian prosecutors asked for a one-year sentence for three executives: David C. Drummond, senior vice president and chief legal officer; Peter Fleischer, global privacy counsel; and George Reyes, a former chief financial officer. They are seeking a six-month sentence for Arvind Desikan, who is now head of consumer marketing in Britain.

If found guilty, the four defendants would not serve jail time because sentences of less than three years are commuted in Italy for those who do not have a criminal record.

If prosecutors can convince the judge that the company knew the video was online and chose to do nothing, Google might be forced to change its operating practices in Italy and Europe by creating filters to flag offensive videos.

Google and the prosecutors agree the video was uploaded Sept. 8 and removed Nov. 7, 2006. The prosecutors presented evidence showing that in early October, a month before the video's removal, there were comments posted saying that it should be taken down. One of those messages read, ''This is shameful! This should be taken down immediately.''

Prosecutors say the video was removed only after Vivi Down, an Italian association that defends the rights of people with Down syndrome, contacted authorities who then contacted Google.

Google, which will present its defense next month, said in a statement Wednesday that it ''did exactly what is required under European and Italian law.''

''We took the video down when notified by the authorities and, thanks to our cooperation, the bullies who recorded and uploaded it have been identified and punished,'' the statement said.
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