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Broadcasting Complaints Commission

Coimisidn um Ghearain Chraolachain





Complaint made by: Mr. Daithí Ó hAilbhe                                  Ref. No. 316/07 

	Station: 
 
	Programme:
  
	Date:

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


Complaint Summary:

Mr. Ó hAilbhe’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. Ó hAilbhe considers that the documentary failed to impartially tell the story of the execution/killing of Abraham and Richard Pearson in 1921.  The complainant points out that he wishes to confine his comments to the omission of one important piece of evidence.  It is a statement from Matilda Pearson, one of the brothers’ sisters, reported in a local newspaper, The Kings County Chronicle, of July 17 1921.  The author of the report describes how Ms. Pearson asked one of the IRA raiders why they were burning her home.  Ms. Pearson was able to quote the words given by the IRA volunteer in reply which were, don’t think we are doing this because you are Protestants.  It is not being done on that account.

Mr. Ó hAilbhe states that this report from The Kings County Chronicle is referred to in Alan Stanley’s book about the Pearsons.  Mr. Stanley’s book was an important source for the programme.  Since the accusation was made on the programme that sectarian malice was a factor in the executions/killings, the complainant believes viewers should have been made aware of this evidence.  Had this evidence been included in the programme, Mr. Ó hAilbhe believes the effect would have been to cast doubt on the idea that the IRA raiders were acting out of sectarian motives.  He suggests that it was not used because it did not fit with the image of the IRA that the programme makers sought to project.

The complainant believes it reasonable for viewers to expect that since the IRA raiders were charged with sectarianism on the programme, that important evidence such as the reply to Matilda Pearson’s question should have been included. 

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 also 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. 

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.

Independent Producer’s response:

The producer submits that at no point in the broadcast was it stated or implied that the raiders were acting out of ‘sectarian malice’.  The subject matter of the programme was the Pearson family of Coolacrease, and their interaction with the local community and members of the IRA.  At no time did the programme examine the possibility that the IRA in Offaly might have been a sectarian body.  Furthermore, the programme never made any inference or came to any conclusion on this point.
The complainant would also be aware that not every piece of information discovered during the research process can make it into the final programme. Given the programme’s time constraints, the producer and RTÉ had to decide what information was of most relevance to the story’s narrative.  As the programme did not postulate a sectarian thesis, the reported comment from Matilda Pearson lost out to evidence which was of more relevance to the documentary’s themes.  Therefore, there is no foundation to the complainant’s claim that the programme failed to include a reported comment from Matilda Pearson, which he says would have ‘cast doubt on the idea that the IRA raiders were acting out of sectarian motives’. 

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.  In assessing this complaint, the Commission considered the material presented in the broadcast.  The broadcaster/producer has editorial independence on choosing what material to include in its programming.  Therefore, the assertion by the complainant that the producer did not include source material he believed critical cannot determine the partiality of the broadcast.  What is important to the Commission is that the broadcast is fair, objective and impartial.

The Commission members noted that the programme explored the killings 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 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.  

In relation to the specific issue raised by the complainant, that the programme did not tell the story of the killings impartially because it did not include a statement from one of the Pearson sisters, the Commission was of the opinion that it was evident on viewing the broadcast, that there were two sides to the story.  Each side provided differing views on why the Pearsons were killed.  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.  The point the complainant raises about the merit of the inclusion of a statement from Matilda Pearson reported in a local newspaper at the time, is based on his interpretation.  The programme-maker determines what is included in its programming.  On this occasion, on viewing the programme, 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 and why. 

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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