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Broadcasting Complaints Commission

Coimisidn um Ghearain Chraolachain





Complaint made by: Irish Congress of Trade Unions          Ref. No. 289/07 

	Station: 
 
	Programme:
  
	Date:

	RTÉ One
	‘Ireland’s Generation Game’
	24 September 2007


Complaint Summary:

Ms. Esther Lynch on behalf of the ICTU, submitted a complaint under Section 24(2)(a)(fairness, objectivity & impartiality in current affairs) which refers to part two of this three part programme.  Ms. Lynch states that presenter David Mc Williams examined the nature of the modern Irish economy and took a closer look at the phenomenon of migration as experienced by Irish society.  In the course of his commentary, Mr. McWilliams addressed the issue of immigration as experienced by Ireland in recent years, particularly since the introduction of the Open Borders policy in 2004.  He noted that migrant/foreign workers now comprise some 10 percent of the private sector workforce. He then pointed out that foreign nationals comprise a mere 1% of public sector workforce and commented: this may be the result of powerful trade unionists who although they speak the language of international solidarity, are damned if they are going to let thousands of immigrants drive down their wages.  Ms. Lynch contends that such a speculative and wholly subjective point is utterly false and misleading.  Ms. Lynch states that nowhere in the broadcast does Mr. McWilliams advance a single shred of evidence to support the allegation that trade unions are engaged in a deliberate campaign designed to prevent foreign-born workers from gaining public sector employment. He advances no evidence precisely because there is none to advance.  

There are several crucial points in this regard; the bar on recruitment of non-EEA nationals; intermittent recruitment embargoes across the public sector over the last decade, such as that introduced in the Health Services; the issue of qualification requirements, with some jobs still requiring Irish or indeed, certified English.  The requirement to speak Irish is a big factor in areas such as teaching – as is proficiency in English. Ms. Lynch points out that trade unions have repeatedly opposed the imposition of embargoes as they are panicked, crude, short-term measures that do more harm than good.  Any objective assessment would have mentioned that none of these impediments to employment was put in place by trade unions. Ms. Lynch states that one result of the recruitment embargoes has been an increase in the use of agency and contract staff, by the public sector.  However, because of the nature of their employer, they would be defined as private sector employees.  Furthermore, the requirement to speak Irish is not a trade union requirement, but, once again, an official government requirement.  The requirement to speak Irish is a big factor in areas such as teaching and the type of clerical grades which would, under different circumstance, provide entry point for those seeking work in the public sector.  Equally an awareness of the Irish requirement within migrant communities would act to discourage those contemplating work in the public sector.  

Ms. Lynch believes it is obvious that both government policy on recruitment and the issue of language – Irish and English – are the determining factors in this complex equation, as opposed to the simplistic, subjective and misleading claims of Mr. McWilliams.  

Ms. Lynch emphasises that the ICTU complaint refers clearly and explicitly to the manner in which statistics were interpreted and used by Mr. McWilliams – to allege that unions actively prevent foreign workers being recruited into the public sector.

Station’s Response: 

RTÉ states that in this programme Mr. Mc Williams looked at opportunities and threats to the Irish economy in years to come.  In particular he examined the role played by immigrants from the new accession states, in the Irish economy.  During the course of this examination he stated the following: 

‘Interestingly, the public sector is the only area that has remained immune from the competition of immigrants.  Only 1% of the public sector workforce is foreign-born as opposed to one in six in construction and close to half in tourism. This may be the result of powerful trade unionists who although they speak the language of international solidarity, are damned if they are going to let thousands of immigrants drive down their wages.’

Ms. Lynch claims that this remark is utterly false and misleading.  It is RTÉ’s view that the programme did not breach requirements in regard to impartiality and fairness.  The basic fact that less than 1% of public sector workforce is foreign-born is not in dispute.  The Central Statistics Office Quarterly National Household Survey states less than “1% of public administration and defence” is foreign-born.  As most recent estimates are that up to 17% of the total workforce is foreign-born, it is not unreasonable to ask why the figure in the public sector is so out of line with the figure in the private sector. Ms. Lynch believes an embargo on recruitment in various parts of the public sector provides an explanation.  She mentions the Health Services.  However, the CSO does not include the health services in that part of the public services which has less than 1% of its workforce foreign-born.  Therefore embargoes in the health sector recruitment cannot provide an explanation for under-representation in foreign born workers.  However, had Mr. McWilliams included the health sector in his analysis, he would have been able to take into  account  an increase of 14% in the numbers employed in this sector in the last two years.  

In relation to the requirement to speak Irish for jobs in education, the CSO figures show that about 6% of the work force in education is foreign-born.  This is still less than one third of the percentage of foreign-born workers in the economy in general. Mr. McWilliams speculated that a factor in explaining the under-representation of foreign workers in the public sector may be the fact that it is highly unionised and that trade unionists would fear that the availability of workers coming from low wage economies could have the effect of reducing wage levels.  Given the figures provided by the CSO this is not an unreasonable possibility to consider.  Mr. McWilliams did not offer trade union opposition as the sole explanation for the disparity in recruitment in the public sector.   RTÉ believe Mr. McWilliams explanation has more validity than Ms. Lynch’s which are based around embargoes on recruitment and Irish language requirements.  

It is RTÉ’s view that this programme was impartial and fair. 

Decision of the Commission:  
The Commission has considered the broadcast, the submissions made by the complainant and the broadcaster.  The Commission noted that the series ‘Ireland’s Generation Game’ was written and presented by Mr. David McWilliams and was based on his recently published book of the same name.  In this particular broadcast, Mr. McWilliams puts forward his views and opinions on the state of the Irish economy and also, what he believes the country needs to do to continue to be successful in the 21st century.  The Commission would acknowledge that the viewer was aware that the opinions being put forward were those of Mr. McWilliams.  He has become a known commentator on Irish economic issues over the last number of years.  His statement about the employment of foreign staff in the public sector must be taken in this context.  

It was clear to the viewer that Mr. McWilliams believed that how Irish society deals with the immigrant population will play a huge role in the success, or otherwise, of the country.  Much of this episode looked at the immigration issue and the impact it has had, and is having, on Irish society.  In the course of the programme, Mr. McWilliams expressed several opinions and views, including the statement which is the basis of this complaint.  On hearing his opinion on trade unionists, the Commission was of the view that it appeared to be out of context.  There was no further comment or reasoning given as to how he arrived at the conclusion.  The language was quite strong and the message clear, that trade unionists actively block immigrants from entering the public service.  There was no explanation given by the presenter for this opinion: -      

‘Interestingly, the public sector is the only area that has remained immune from the competition of immigrants......This may be the result of powerful trade unionists who although they speak the language of international solidarity, are damned if they are going to let thousands of immigrants drive down their wages.’

This was a strong assertion that was not backed up by any facts or further explanation and was therefore, unfair to the trade unionists.  The complaint was upheld with reference to Section 24(2)(a)(fairness, objectivity and impartiality in current affairs).
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