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Broadcasting Complaints Commission

Coimisidn um Ghearain Chraolachain





Complaint made by: Mr. Tom Purcell Ref: 180.05

	Station: 
 
	Programme:
  
	Date:

	TV3
	News
	21 October 2005


Complaint Summary: 
Mr. Purcell's complaint under Section 24(2)(a)(impartiality) refers to a report broadcast on a TV3 news bulletin on clerical sexual abuse in Wexford.   During the report, sacred pictures were in the background behind the presenter, an actor (presumably) dressed as a priest and saying the rosary was shown on screen.  In the same broadcast some teenagers were reported as being questioned by Gardaí about a serious sexual assault in Tralee.  However, in this instance the programme did not depict teenagers in general as sexual offenders.  

He states that a news programme which is meant to be impartial actually implicates priests in general as sex offenders, it also links saying the rosary as being in some way implicated and it represents sacred pictures as part of clerical sexual abuse.  The complainant has no objection to the reporting of sexual abuse from whichever section of society it occurs.  However, through the use of actors and religious articles, he feels this particular broadcast unfairly implicates religion in general as being a part of the sexual abuse committed by some priests.

The complainant has no issue with the facts as reported.  The complainant believes that the reference to the claim that the presentation was of a 'generic' nature affirms his complaint, as generic means 'general, applicable to any member of a group or class'.  This is the point of his complaint.  By presenting an actor dressed as priest implicates all priests as sexual offenders, which is clearly not the case and is wrong.  Also, what is the relevance of the actor saying the rosary to such a serious news item?

Station’s Response:

TV3 in their response state that this news bulletin concerned the coming into the public domain of some material relating to abuse in the Ferns Diocese and an interview with a survivor of sexual abuse which was committed by a member of the clergy from the Ferns Diocese.  It was obvious from the material that the Ferns Diocese report and the material general available pointed to a 'depraved litany of systematic abuse' which was the term used in the bulletin.  It is standard practice in reporting stories of this type to use generic non-specific images so as to ensure that no innocent party, clergyman or church is presumed to be involved in the activities in question.  Given this context and considering the main narrative thrust of the report, the use of a figure in clerical garb was entirely appropriate.  No face or distinguishing features were discernable.  

Decision of the Commission:

The Commission acknowledges the gravity and importance of the Fern's Report.  The Station, in its response, states that it is standard practice in reporting stories of this type to use generic non-specific images so as to ensure that no innocent party, clergyman or church is presumed to be involved in the activities in question.  It is this generic use of imagery about which the complainant complains.  He contends that such generic use implicates the innocent and singles out a particular group.  The Commission accepts that a broadcaster should be careful in its use of imagery, particularly in the context of such a news report.  Having given the matter careful consideration, the Commission has come to the view that the use of generic imagery in this broadcast item, that of a Priest saying the rosary, was inappropriate in the context of the report.  First, there was sufficient imagery available for the broadcaster to use that related directly to the Fern's Report.  Second, the generic image as used was, in the opinion of the Commission, representative of the Priesthood as a whole.  On this basis the Commission upholds the complaint. 

Conclusion:

The Broadcasting Complaints Commission upheld the complaint made by Mr. Tom Purcell.  The Commission was of the view that this broadcast item infringed the impartiality regulations.  The Priesthood was not the subject of the Fern's Report.  The Commission was of the opinion that by using the generic image of a Priest saying the rosary, the Priesthood as a whole was implicated and treated unfairly.
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