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Broadcasting Complaints Commission

Coimisidn um Ghearain Chraolachain





Complaint made by:  Dr. Tim P. O’Neill                                     Ref. No. 352/08
	Station: 
 
	Programme:
  
	Date:

	RTÉ One
	Morning Ireland
	15 October 2008


Complaint Summary:

Dr. O’Neill’s complaint is submitted under Section 24(2)(a)(fairness, objectivity and impartiality in current affairs).  The complainant states that Minister Mary Harney was interviewed at length in relation to the budget provisions for the Department of Health and on the subject of the abolition of the medical cards for the over 70 year olds.  Following her interview, Eamonn Gilmore, T.D. was then interviewed and during his contribution Ms. Harney intervened.  Mr. Gilmore indicated that Ms. Harney had refused beforehand to debate with him on-air.  She replied that she was always ready to debate.  The presenter did not challenge what had been agreed beforehand.  Instead, he allowed her to debate with Mr. Gilmore, even though she already had a free run to make lengthy comments about her general health policy without reply from Mr. Gilmore.  Dr. O’Neill believes this should not have happened and, in the interest of balanced political coverage, Ms. Harney should not have been allowed both her own slot and then a free debate.  Further, her comments from this later section of the programme then became the edited news sound-bites in later programmes. 

Dr. O’Neill states that if Ms. Harney insisted on separate interviews before the programme, she should not have been allowed to then cherry pick as to whether to intervene or otherwise.  Dr. O’Neill found this most inequitable and unconscionable to manage political programmes in this manner.  It creates the appearance of allowing Government Ministers latitude that would not be extended to others. The result of this was that the public did not get a balanced view of the respective political positions of the parties.

Dr. O’Neill is of the view that this item breached objectivity and impartiality of the Broadcasting Act, 2001.

Station’s Response:

RTÉ states that on the evening of 14 October, in the aftermath of the budget, the production team responsible for Morning Ireland, sought to book an interview with a member of the cabinet for the following morning’s programme. The Government proposed the Tánaiste, Mary Coughlan.  A debate was arranged between Mary Coughlan and Eamon Gilmore, the leader of the Labour Party.  Very late in the evening before the programme, the Government Information Service phoned the production team to say that Mary Coughlan was no longer available, but that the Minister for Health, Mary Harney, would come out to RTÉ the following morning.  It was stated, however, that the Minister for Health did not wish to engage in a debate with Eamon Gilmore and wanted a separate stand alone interview.  It was too late in the evening to contact Eamon Gilmore.  A decision was taken to give Mary Harney a separate interview and to follow that with a separate interview with Eamon Gilmore.  This would provide Mr. Gilmore with a chance to respond to whatever remarks Ms. Harney made.

On the morning of the programme Ms. Harney was asked in person would she engage in a debate with Mr. Gilmore. She said that she wanted a separate interview.   Eamon Gilmore was informed of this change in plan. 

It should be pointed out that, on occasion, RTÉ seeks separate interviews with Government Ministers and on other occasions ask them to participate in debate with the Opposition.  Equally, on occasion, all parties in Government express preferences for either single interviews or debates.  Both forms are fully legitimate and can deliver objective and impartial news and current affairs. 

The programme went on-air on the agreed basis of two separate interviews.  Ms. Harney was interviewed by Richard Downes for ten minutes about various announcements in the budget.  Mr. Downes then began interviewing Eamon Gilmore,  prefacing this interview by informing listeners that Mr. Gilmore had been “patiently listening”  to Ms. Harney.  He began by asking Mr. Gilmore how the Labour Party would have raised the necessary revenue for the budget.  Ms Harney remained in studio for the interview with Eamon Gilmore.  At five and a half minutes into the interview with Eamon Gilmore, Ms. Harney interrupted and began to speak. At this point Eamon Gilmore said that Mary Harney had refused to participate in a debate.  Mary Harney replied “I certainly didn’t”.  Richard Downes said “It appears to have changed” (referring to the preconditions for a separate interview).  Over the course of the next three minutes, Mary Harney and Eamon Gilmore debated with each other.  At the end of the piece Richard Downes said “Apologies as that discussion was extended as Mary and Eamon decided to talk and discuss, which wasn’t the understanding they had beforehand”.

In RTÉ’s view it was clear to listeners that there had been a prior understanding that Mary Harney would receive a separate interview and that it was she who had broken this agreement.  RTÉ was left in a difficult position on a live programme where an interviewee breached an understanding and interrupted a member of the Opposition, who was being given an opportunity to respond to what he had heard and who had listened without interruption to what the Minister had said.  In these circumstances, and since it appeared Eamon Gilmore had no objection to debating with Ms. Harney, a decision was taken to give over the remaining three minutes of the item to a debate between the two of them. 

Dr. O’Neill’s complaint is that RTÉ failed to act in an impartial manner in the way in which the interviews were conducted.  RTÉ cannot see how the programme failed to act impartially.  The precondition of separate interviews was imposed on the production.  It was broken live on air by Ms. Harney.  RTÉ believes it informed listeners of what had been agreed and then proceeded to allow a short debate to take place.  This is what Mr. Gilmore wanted in the first place.  The only alternative action RTÉ could have taken was to refuse to allow Ms Harney to speak after the end of her interview.  However, this would mean that Mr. Gilmore did not get his wish to debate with Ms. Harney.  RTÉ states that it is difficult to see how Mr. Gilmore was disadvantaged by what happened.

Decision of Commission:

The Commission has considered the broadcast, the submissions made by the complainant and the broadcaster.  The complaint concerns the participation of Minister for Health and Children, Mary Harney and the leader of the Labour Party, Eamon Gilmore T.D. in a broadcast of ‘Morning Ireland’.  The Commission noted that the context of the discussion was the announcement of the budget provisions the previous day.  In assessing a complaint, the Commission must consider the entire broadcast.  Therefore, the initial interview with Minister Harney, followed by the interview with the Labour Leader, Deputy Gilmore and the subsequent discussion between the two participants all formed part of the assessment of this complaint.

The Commission noted than when interviewing Minister Harney and Deputy Gilmore, the presenter asked questions to elicit information about their views on the budget provisions.  He then further questioned the opinions put forward.  Both interviews were challenging and robust, in keeping with the kind of dialogue with which regular listeners would be familiar. The views put forward by both panel members were thoroughly challenged and questioned in a professional and even-handed manner.  Deputy Gilmore was permitted to express his opinions and counter those put forward by the Cabinet representative, Minister Harney.  

The Commission noted that towards the end of the interview with Deputy Gilmore when discussing the medical card proposals, Minister Harney intervened to correct what she claimed was an incorrect fact.  In asking Deputy Gilmore his views on the medical card the presenter stated, ‘Briefly can I just ask you finally.....’.  When Minister Harney intervened, Deputy Gilmore informed the listener that:

‘Mary you refused to participate in a debate on this programme......The structure of this discussion’

The presenter completed the statement for Deputy Gilmore ‘it appears to have changed’ and then followed with ‘address that situation Minister Harney’.
The Commission noted that Minister Harney did not respond to the presenter.  She explained the changes proposed in the medical card scheme for the over 70s and subsequently, Deputy Gilmore entered into the discussion with her.  The presenter brought the discussion to a close and informed the listener:

‘Apologies, that discussion was extended as Eamon and Mary decided to talk and to discuss which wasn’t the understanding we had beforehand.  But anyway, there you go, things happen like that and its 23 minutes to nine...’
On hearing the broadcast, it was evident that there was a run over in time as the 8.30 a.m. news headline bulletin was broadcast late as referred to by the presenter.  The listener was also informed that Minister Harney had not agreed originally to participate in a discussion live on-air.  The Commission noted that Deputy Gilmore was permitted to inform the listener of this fact and the presenter asked her to respond on the matter.  That she did not do so could not determine that the broadcast was biased or unfair.  Deputy Gilmore participated in the subsequent discussion with Minister Harney.  That the format was different to that agreed prior to broadcast could also not determine the bias or otherwise of the broadcast.  The broadcast item was live and therefore, such occurrences could be expected.  What is important to the Commission is that the treatment of the subject matter in the entire broadcast was fair and impartial.

The Commission was of the view that the presenter facilitated two robust and fair individual interviews and an even-handed discussion.  He explored and challenged views and ensured both sides of the argument were given a fair hearing.  The change in the format agreed prior to the broadcast was due to the vagaries of live broadcasting.  There was no evidence of editorial bias in this broadcast.  The complaint was rejected with regard to Section 24(2)(a)(fairness, objectivity & impartiality in current affairs).
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