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Broadcasting Complaints Commission

Coimisidn um Ghearain Chraolachain





Complaint made by:  Mr. A.J. Cahill                                             Ref. No. 460/08   
	Station: 
 
	Programme:
  
	Date:

	RTÉ One
	Nationwide 
	1 December 2008


Complaint Summary:

Mr. Cahill’s complaint is submitted under Sections 24(2)(a)(fairness, objectivity and impartiality in current affairs) and (b)(law and order).  Mr. Cahill states that the programme was entirely biased, lacked impartiality throughout and did so in such a systematic way.  That RTÉ can stray so far from its legal and self-imposed duties on a matter of such profound importance as to sending Irish people into war or exposing them to danger on the part of a foreign power, is simply astonishing.  That it can do so without any reference whatsoever to the official view of this State that the organisation featured in the programme was involved in murder in this State and North of the border, is equally astonishing.  That a popular programme with an excellent reputation can be used as vehicle to promote recruitment into the British Army is profoundly disturbing and warrants deep examination of how this could happen. 

Mr. Cahill states that the programme gave an entirely positive portrait of enlistment in the British army, suggesting frequently that it is part of a tradition in Ireland which is alive and well.  The complainant believes that any objective assessment of British Army enlistment in Ireland would consider it to be a controversial topic.  Opinions would cover a spectrum ranging from support to indifference to outright opposition with some finding it repugnant.  Mr. Cahill states that the programme only reflects one of these opinions: the positive view.  An objective assessment of the number who do sign up undermines the premise of the story - that this tradition which the scripted programme narrative repeatedly asserts as being vibrant and alive.  Analysis of statistics of those enlisting shows that in absolute terms, this is part of a tradition which has almost died out compared to the past, with only a tiny proportion of Irish people now choosing it as a career.

The complainant states the programme at times is so biased in its positive portrayal of its British Army subjects that it is difficult to see how this programme would differ from a British Army recruitment film.  Mr. Cahill believes that as a news programme the story should have taken account of a spectrum of opinions held in Irish society regarding the British Army.  This topic should not have been treated as a positive “soft” story but should have been subject to probing rigorous journalism.  The subject matter of Irish people who enlist in the British army in spite of its role in Ireland and its wars elsewhere is a fascinating one and the basis of an excellent programme were proper journalistic standards or objectivity applied.  The complainant believes this piece failed lamentably in that regard.  

Mr. Cahill further states that one of the most shocking effects of this unbalanced “news” piece is that it may lead young and impressionable viewers to join the British military at a time of war.  He believes it is entirely reckless to make a programme without  examining the horrors and realities of war so that anyone so encouraged is also warned in some way of true cost of engaging or joining a military force.  

Mr. Cahill claims that the flaws in the programme are so numerous they display an entire disregard for the rules governing news programmes. The programme also ignores the range of views many Irish people would hold about the British Army as well as the official view of the Irish State that the force has been associated with and involved in murder in Ireland.  

Mr. Cahill further submits that such a dramatically flawed piece on a programme described as “special” flagged on a trailer piece on the broadcaster’s flagship radio news programme in the morning and produced by one of the station’s most senior journalists, calls into question news values, judgment and editorial procedures which go right to the core of RTÉ.  

Station’s Response:

RTÉ states that the Nationwide programme on 1 December featured a full length report on the Irish Guards battalion in the British Army.  The programme set out to explore the tradition of Irish men, North and South, joining the British Army.  It was compiled by Tommie Gorman, RTÉ’s Northern Editor.  Mr. Gorman is a vastly experienced journalist with extensive knowledge of the subtleties of allegiances on the island of Ireland and the complex relationships that exist between Ireland and Great Britain.  The report was an honest attempt to examine what motivates Irish men to join the British Army.  The story was largely told through interviews with Irish born serving members of the Irish Guards.  Tommie Gorman put to these men all the appropriate questions about the ambiguities of Irishmen joining the British Army. 

Mr. Cahill’s complaint runs to over 40 pages.  He believes the programme wasn’t objective because it only gave an entirely positive portrait of enlistment in the British Army.  He believes the programme should have included contributions of people opposed to the recruitment of Irishmen to the British Army.  RTÉ does not accept this criticism.  The programme was a portrayal of Irishmen serving in the British Army.  All the contributors to the programme were serving soldiers.  Therefore, by definition, it could not include those opposed to this recruitment.  It is RTÉ’s firm view that objectivity and impartiality requirements were met by setting out the purpose of the report and by putting appropriate questions to those who were interviewed in the report.  Mr Cahill may have wished that the programme was a debate on the merits or otherwise of Irishmen serving in the British Army.  However, this is not what the report set out to do.  The report was a portrayal of Irishmen serving in the Irish Guards.  This was done in a fair manner by Tommie Gorman.  Viewers were provided by Mr. Gorman with an historical context to assess what they heard and the views expressed by the soldiers. 

RTÉ believes the report contributed to a better understanding of the complex relationships between Ireland and Britain and that viewers would have come away from the programme with a clearer idea of why Irishmen have over the centuries joined the British Army. 

Mr. Cahill proceeds to minutely detail almost scene by scene his objections to the report.  RTÉ does not intend to refute the claims Mr. Cahill makes by following his method of analysis.  They believe that they have fully conformed to all statutory obligations in regard to objectivity, impartiality and fairness in news and current affairs.  The report stated quite clearly that 40% of the currently serving members of the Irish Guards are from the island of Ireland and that a proportion of these are from the Republic of Ireland.  The exploration of this phenomenon is at the heart of this report and it is reported in a fair manner throughout. 

Mr. Cahill also argues that the report breached requirements in regard to law and order.  The 1976 Broadcasting Authority (Amendment) Act states in section 3(1A) that RTÉ is prohibited from broadcasting anything: 

which may reasonably be regarded as being likely to promote, or incite to, crime or as tending to undermine the authority of the State 

RTÉ is fully confident that there was nothing whatsoever in the Nationwide programme that could possibly have promoted crime or undermined the authority of the State.  The basis of Mr. Cahill’s complaint in relation to law and order is his assertion that the British Army has breached international law in Iraq, Afghanistan and Northern Ireland.  Without wishing to be repetitious, RTÉ states once again that this was a report on Irishmen who join the British Army.  It was not a report on the British Army’s activities over recent decades in various conflicts.

To conclude, Mr. Cahill characterises the report as a recruitment drive for the British Army.  RTÉ characterises it as an honest attempt to throw some light on complex interweaving relationships between Ireland and Great Britain. 

Decision of Commission:

The Commission has considered the broadcast, the submissions made by the complainant and the broadcaster.  The complaint concerns how the programme covered the story of Irishmen who joined the British Army.  On viewing the broadcast, the Commission noted that the introduction to the programme clearly informed the viewer of the context of the pending content.  The programme would explore the ‘generations old story of Irishmen joining the British Army……This evening a special report on the Irishmen who joined the most famous Irish Regiment in the British Army’.  The programme was specifically, and evidently, about members of the Irish Guards.  It was also evident from the outset, that the membership of the regiment would be explored through those who had joined.  Therefore, there was no requirement that the programme should explore or debate the rights or wrongs of joining the British Army or the morals of becoming a member of the Army as submitted by the complainant.  The programme was based on the fact that Irishmen do join the British Army.  A programme-maker is entitled to independently choose to address such factual issues in its programming.  What is of importance to the Commission is that the broadcaster did so in a fair, objective and responsible manner.

In the course of the broadcast, the viewer was informed of the historical background of the Irish Guards, which included references to major events in history such as World Wars I and II, Bloody Sunday, British Army activities and bombs aimed at the barracks of the Irish Guards.  Interviews with Irishmen serving in the Irish Guard were interspersed throughout.  They spoke of their Irish background, why they had joined and the dangers their work involved.  They were asked about how they were perceived at home and further, what they themselves felt about being Irish and being members of the British Army.  The programme-makers also explored the issue of the religious backgrounds of the Irish recruits and how they worked and lived together irrespective of their religious differences.  British Members of the regiment were also asked for their opinions on the Irish connection.  The Commission noted that throughout the broadcast, the programme-makers addressed the historical tensions between Ireland and Great Britain contrary to the submission of the complainant.  These tensions were referenced directly in historical terms and also, in the line of questioning in the interviews with members of the regiment.  The closing remarks of the presenter encapsulated the thrust of the broadcast;

‘As the recession bites, despite the dangers and the controversial nature of the work, that tradition seems to continue’

In this broadcast, the programme-maker explored why Irishmen join a particular regiment in the British Army known as the Irish Guards.  It was factual and clearly informed the viewer of the historical Irish/British context.  The complainant submits that issues should have been addressed differently.  On viewing the broadcast, the Commission was of the view that the subject matter was treated in a factual and responsible manner.  It addressed the issue of men who choose legitimately to join the Irish Guards battalion of the British Army.  The programme told the story of these men in a moderate and matter-of-fact manner.  In the opinion of the Commission there was no evidence of support for, and / or condonation of, the activities of the British Army.  Further, there was no material which could be determined to undermine the authority of the State and/or incite to crime.  The Commission found that there was no evidence of editorial bias in this broadcast.  The complaint was rejected with regard to Section 24(2)(a) fairness, objectivity & impartiality and (b) law & order.
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