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Broadcasting Complaints Commission

Coimisidn um Ghearain Chraolachain





Complaint made by:  Mr. Dacre L. Monro                                   Ref No. 464/08

	Station: 
 
	Programme:
  
	Date:

	Ocean FM
	North West Today
	11 December 2008


Complaint Summary:

Mr. Monro’s complaint is submitted under Sections 24(2)(a) fairness, objectivity and impartiality in current affairs and (d) Code of Programme Standards, 3.5.3 factual programming.  Mr. Monro states that he was requested by the station to take part in an interview on North West Today, following a court case Mr. Monro took against Rally Ireland in relation to a forthcoming rally.  The complainant states there was no balance to the programme.  The reactions of the public to his interview were broadcast many of which referred to Mr. Monro as a non-national and that he should go back to his own country.  The complainant believes these to be entirely racist and should not have been broadcast.  Mr. Monro further states that when he spoke later on the telephone with the producer, she said that the presenter said that when any non-national was on the programme, there are always lots of such comments.  Nevertheless, Mr. Monro believes any reference on air to them should be that they cannot be broadcast and an apology should be made to all that have suffered.  He also claims that the opportunity to redress the comments was not provided.  Mr. Monro states that he provided the producer with the name and telephone number of a "Motorsport enthusiast” who has forty years of the sport as both competitor and an official in all capacities.  This man was in Court on a watching brief and would have been able to give a balanced view; however, Mr. Monro states he was not contacted. 
Station’s Response:

Ocean FM states that Mr. Monro appeared in Manorhamilton District Court having taken a legal case against the Rally Ireland organisation.  He claimed that the Rally Ireland event which took place in the North West of Ireland in November 2007 had created noise pollution which prevented him and his partner from sleeping and watching television.  He also claimed that the noise created traumatised his dogs.  The case was dismissed by the judge.  The station contacted Mr. Monro and he agreed to an interview live on air.  He also suggested that they might contact an individual who was present in court for the case and who was described as a “Motorsport enthusiast”.  

Mr. Monro was interviewed on the programme for 16 minutes.  During that time the producer, Ms. Carr-Flynn, attempted to contact the suggested “Motorsport enthusiast”, however, the phone number supplied did not exist.  The presenter, Niall Delaney, covered all aspects of the court case with Mr. Monro.  Nobody came on air during that time to challenge him.  Further attempts were made later to reach the “Motorsport enthusiast” but to no avail.

The show received in excess of 100 messages/comments relating to the Mr. Monro issue and the producer read out a sample of them – 15 in all.  Of these 15, some of which supported Mr. Monro, but most against, four referred to his nationality in some shape or form.  One queried if he was receiving an English pension; another suggested he go back to England and then he would not hear any rally noise; the third suggested he was the only local resident complaining and should go back to England; and the fourth suggested he was a blow-in and should return to his own Country.  

Later in the show, the presenter, Mr. Delaney returned to a regular part of the show with producer Ms. Carr-Flynn, where they discussed and broadcast a sample of all messages/comments received.  Ms. Carr-Flynn made a general comment that Mr. Monro was not receiving much listener support but there were some who saw his point of view.  She said a lot of messages suggested Mr. Monro should go back home if he didn’t like the rally.  At this point Mr. Delaney interjected stating that for some strange reason Mr. Monro’s English accent seems to offend people as does his opinions.  Mr. Delaney stated that he found this very strange.  Two further comments were aired, one of which suggested Mr. Monro should go back to the UK. 

Ocean FM claims Mr. Monro was fairly treated on the show.  He was accorded a 16 minute interview during which his views and his alone were put across.  The reading out of text messages is common practice and as long as they do not offend or breach any broadcasting regulation, are a perfect vehicle for listener interaction.  Ocean FM points out that Mr. Monro did not request any opportunity to respond to any of the comments made.  The first Ocean FM heard of his dissatisfaction was with receipt of the complaint from the BCC.  

Ocean FM states that it has never been accused of racism in any aspect of its output and consistently reports on and comment on all matters in a fair and balanced manner.  Both the presenter and producer have extensive radio experience and are fully aware of their obligation. 

Decision of Commission:

The Commission has considered the broadcast, the submissions made by the complainant and the broadcaster.  The complaint concerns the reading of texts submitted in response to an interview during the programme.  In assessing the complaint, the Commission had to have regard to the whole programme i.e. the interview and the subsequent texts.  The Commission also had to assess the complaint under Sections 24(2)(a) fairness, objectivity & impartiality and (d) Code of Programme Standards, 3.5 factual programming which states that, factual programming shall only emphasise age, colour, gender, national or ethnic origin, disability, race, religion or sexual orientation when such references are justified in the context of the programme or in the public interest). 

The complainant, Mr. Munroe, was interviewed at length on the programme concerning a case he had taken against Rally Ireland.  The Commission noted that Mr. Munroe was given ample time to tell his side of the story and to express his opinions on the issue  These included the reasons why he took the case, his opinions on health and safety issues and negative implications he believed the rally had for the area including noise and rubbish problems.  The presenter afforded Mr. Munroe the opportunity to put forward his side and ample time to refute allegations.  Subsequent to the interview, the producer of the programme read out various texts submitted to the show.  The Commission noted that the content was as submitted by the broadcaster (see previous section Broadcaster’s Response).  There were references to the complainant’s accent and messages saying he should ‘return home’.  However, these messages had to be considered in the context of the interview.

In the course of the interview, Mr. Munroe had been highly critical of Rally Ireland including two of its staff.  He further stated that the rally had little to offer the area and actually cost tax payers money to clean up the rubbish afterwards because Rally Ireland never bothered.  The presenter and the producer informed listeners that the majority of texts were not supportive of Mr. Munroe.  The producer stated that a lot of the messages suggested that Mr. Munroe should ‘go back home if he doesn’t like it’.  The Commission noted that the presenter remarked to the producer that because Mr. Munroe had an English accent for some strange reason it appears to offend some listeners.  The producer agreed with him that it was strange.  While the Commission acknowledges that the texts suggesting that he go home would have been unpleasant for the complainant, given the context the Commission could not determine that they were encouraging and/or supporting racism.  Mr. Munroe clearly indicated his negative views about a three day rally event and the lack of support he received from the local authorities.  Listeners who disagreed with his views suggested that he move, some just for a holiday.  A few did suggest he go back to England.  The Commission would acknowledge that the content of such texts could be considered inappropriate.  

However, the Commission noted the context of the texts and the tone and manner in which they were presented.  It was clear to the listener that the presenter and producer were reading out listeners’ reactions to Mr. Munroe’s critical and negative opinions about Rally Ireland and some of its staff.  The main thrust of the reactions was that Mr. Munroe’s complaints were somewhat trivial and misplaced.  Further, the presenter asked why listeners reacted to Mr. Munroe’s accent and stated that it was strange to do so.  In light of these comments, the context of the discussion and the moderate and matter-of-fact tone of the presentation, the Commission could not determine that the content encouraged and/or condoned racism.  Nevertheless, the Commission would acknowledge the concerns raised by the complainant and request that the broadcaster give consideration to greater scrutiny of the content of listeners’ texts which it intends to read out on-air.  The complaint was rejected with regard to Sections 24(2)(a) fairness, objectivity and impartiality and (d) Code of Programme Standards, 3.5.3 factual programming.
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