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Broadcasting Complaints Commission

Coimisidn um Ghearain Chraolachain





Complaint made by: Mr. John Martin                                        Ref. No. 312/07

	Station: 
 
	Programme:
  
	Date:

	RTÉ One
	Hidden History: The Killings at Coolacrease
	 23 October 2007


Complaint Summary:

Mr. Martin’s complaint, submitted under Section 24(2)(a)(fairness, objectivity & impartiality in current affairs) relates to the programme Hidden History: The Killings at Coolacrease.  Mr. Martin believes a flagrant example of bias in this programme was the inflammatory statement by Eoghan Harris that the IRA shot the Pearsons:

 “…very deliberately in the genitals, in their sexual parts, in their sexual organs. What it really says is you are the other. You are an outsider.  We hate you. Go away and die”.  

He states this assertion was uncontested in the programme.  But the evidence by medical experts at the British Military Enquiry directly contradicts this.  The nearest shot to the genitals was a groin wound in the case of only Richard Pearson.  The groin is farther from the genitals than the ear lobe is from the brain.  No contemporary report in 1921 – not even the propaganda department of Dublin Castle – deduced from the evidence that the IRA deliberately shot the Pearsons in the genitals.  It is a complete fabrication.

The evidence of the medical enquiry was presented to the producer and director of the Programme, Niamh Sammon, in an on-camera interview with a University of Ulster academic, Dr. P. Muldowney, in Kinnity castle on 28/7/07, but was not used in the programme.

In conclusion, he states the programme makers omitted the medical evidence and broadcast a false statement by Senator Eoghan Harris in order to present a biased view of the killings at Coolacrease.  Accordingly, in his opinion, the programme was in breach of the regulation that current affairs broadcasts, including matters of public controversy or debate, be treated in a manner which is fair to all interests concerned.  It also breached the regulation that the programme must be presented in an objective and impartial manner.

Station’s Response: 

RTÉ states that this programme looked at a historic event that took place in County Offaly in 1921 during the War of Independence, over 85 years ago.  Therefore, any analysis of those events has to be regarded as part of an understanding of historical events.  It is RTÉ’s view that the Commission must bring a different understanding of what constitutes objectivity and impartiality to a programme on a historical topic to the understanding the Commission would bring to a programme on current issues.  Indeed there is an argument to be considered that the obligation to be impartial and objective does not apply in the same way to programming on historical topics as it does to programmes on current issues.  For example, it is possible that two interpretations of an historic event could be argued and both have some validity.  Both could be considered impartial and objective, yet the two interpretations contradictory.  This is the nature of historical understanding.  The Commission needs to take this into account in their adjudication of the complaints about Hidden History.

It is RTÉ’s view that matters concerning negotiations that took place during the production of the programme and copies of correspondence with the producer cannot form part of the complaint’s process.  The task of Commission members is to adjudicate on what was broadcast on the night of 23 October, not on anything that happened prior to the transmission in regard to the research, planning and production of the programme. 

Hidden History: The Killings at Coolacrease was the result of over a year’s methodical research on the subject of the Pearson family and the Offaly IRA during the War of Independence.

Two Protestant brothers, the Pearsons, were killed by the IRA shortly before the ceasefire which ended the War of Independence.  Essentially the programme examined two theses.  The first of these was that the killings were justified as the two brothers had been assisting the Crown forces in their war with the IRA.  The second thesis was that the motivation behind the killings was sectarian and that there was a desire to obtain the land the Pearson family owned.  In relation to the issue of the Pearson brothers being deliberately shot in their groin areas possibly as a symbolic act, RTÉ states the central complaint about the programme revolves around the claim that the programme “sided” with the thesis that the killings were sectarian and/or motivated by land hunger and not a legitimate part of the War of Independence.  It is RTÉ’s view that the programme did not take sides with either thesis; that it presented both sides and allowed viewers to make up their own minds.  It is fair to say that the programme also reflected and acknowledged the human tragedy and loss inherent in the incident, whatever factors may have contributed to it.    

It is RTÉ’s view that the programme Hidden History; the Killings at Coolacrease fulfilled all statutory obligations and that this complaint should not be upheld.  RTÉ believes that both theses were presented in the programme in an impartial manner and that the complainant is incorrect when he claims that vital information or records were withheld.  There is always a selection process in the editing of any programme.  The producer is entitled to decide what is the most pertinent and relevant information to supply viewers.  RTÉ believes that the selection of material to include was at all times scrupulously fair and that the selection, ordering and presentation of evidence was at all times carried out in an objective and impartial manner.  Concluding that one thesis has more weight than another is not evidence of bias.  It simply reflects the reasonable judgement of the production team having assessed all the evidence available.

Producer’s Response:

The producer submits that the medical evidence supports the view that many of the shots fired at the Pearson brothers were to the groin/abdomen/upper leg area.  The programme makers’ based their depiction of the injuries to the Pearson brothers on the testimony of Dr. Frederick Woods, to the British Military Court of Inquiry.    Crucially, the programme did not take a view as to whether the shooting of the Pearsons in the groin area was an accident or a deliberate act.  There were two points of view on this.  Both opinions were clearly presented in the programme.  Senator Harris’ statement that Pearsons were shot deliberately in the genitals did not go uncontested.  Mr. John Joe Dillon’s contribution, which follows Senator Harris’ contribution, said: ‘A lot of those people, they weren’t really trained to kill.  They were overawed, frightened, they were victims as well in a different kind of way.  Probably haunted by it may be for the rest of their lives.’  Both statements balance each other.  This section of the programme was at all times impartial and objective.  

Decision of the Commission:  
The Commission has considered the broadcast, the submissions made by the complainant, the broadcaster and the independent producer.  The broadcast in question is Hidden History: The Killings at Coolacrease, which explored the murder of two brothers in Coolacrease during the War of Independence in 1921.  The Commission noted that the complainant submitted that an interview about medical evidence concerning the shootings was not included in the programme.  It is also to be noted that the broadcaster/independent producer has editorial independence and decides what material to include in its programming.  What is important to the Commission is that the material broadcast is fair, objective and impartial.  

The Members noted that the programme explored the shooting from two aspects; 1. The motive for the killings was sectarian and ultimately for land; and 2. The Pearsons were supporters of, and informers for, the Crown and therefore, the shootings were inevitable in the context of the War of Independence.  On viewing the broadcast, the Commission was of the opinion that both motives were explored, with each given a fair and equal hearing.  Experts and locals with varying opinions were interviewed and offered the opportunity to outline what they believed had happened.   The programme also had a very human aspect to it, clearly indicating that what happened was tragic and had a huge impact on both the Pearson family and the local community.  It included members of the Pearson family and their recollections of what they had heard about the shootings and the effect it had on the family.  The viewer was also informed of the life the family had after emigrating to Australia.  

The complainant takes issue with one particular aspect of the programme; the retelling of the actual shooting of the two brothers.  On viewing the programme, the Commission was of the view that contrary views of the shooting were given fair hearing.  Various contributors from both viewpoints were given an opportunity to express opinion and such opinions included; ‘then the Persons were brought up to the house.  The Pearson family were there and the Pearson girls were very aggressive, even more aggressive than their brothers or their parents’; ‘according to IRA regulations at the time, any loyalist who attempted to resist the IRA, they forfeited their property to the Irish State.  That included burning the house down’;  ‘they were shot first of all with numerous rounds aimed to the groin area.  They turned their backs as we all might do.  Then there was more fire to the buttocks’; ‘the details of the killings of people dying slowly while bleeding to death make this a particularly ghastly episode, even if one were broadly sympathetic with IRA Republicanism’; ‘it was crazy.  It was brutal.  It was wrong, even in death a person is entitled to dignity’; ‘people resented I suppose the way they were shot.  But they were executed and that was it’; and ‘the IRA botched the execution in that they didn’t finish them off with head shots’.  The Commission noted that this section of the programme included the statement referred to in the complainant’s submission and the one referred to in the independent producer’s submission.   

‘that’s not an execution, that’s an atrocity.  Shooting them very deliberately in the genitals, in their sexual parts, in their sexual organs. What it really says is you are the other. You are an outsider.  We hate you. Go away and die.’  

‘a lot of those people weren’t really trained to kill.  They were overawed, frightened.  They were victims too, in a different kind of way, probably haunted by it, maybe for the rest of their lives’.         

The complainant submits the assertion is false.  In the circumstances of this broadcast, it is not within the remit of the Commission to assess the veracity, or otherwise, of the claims being made in this broadcast.  Nor could one expect the Commission to do so.  There are two conflicting viewpoints about what happened.  Such is typical of historical events; there are various sides and viewpoints, and each contrary viewpoint can be argued to be as valid as the other.  Both theses on the Pearson story involve interpretation and conjecture.  On viewing this section of the programme, in the context of the entire broadcast, the Commission was of the opinion that both perspectives were given a fair and balanced hearing.  The viewer was presented with opposing views and left to determine what they believed happened.  

This broadcast dealt with its subject matter in a fair and balanced manner.  Both ‘truths’ of why the brothers were shot were thoroughly explored and the voices from both sides equally heard.  On viewing the broadcast, the Commission was of the view that the programme raised the question, which motive was more likely?  Both opinions were presented in equal measure with no assertion made in the programme of which opinion was more accurate, if any.  The opening part of the programme included the narrator saying: ‘At 4 pm on 30th June 1921 the episode unfolded at Coolacrease House, Co. Offaly.  Few dispute the central facts of this event.  But nearly a century on, this one story continues to divide itself into two.  Two sides, two sympathies, two truths’.  In the opinion of the Commission the subsequent material presented the ‘two sides, two sympathies, two truths’ in a fair and balanced manner with no evidence of editorial bias.  The complaint was rejected with regard to Section 24(2)(a)(fairness, objectivity and impartiality).
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