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Broadcasting Complaints Commission

Coimisidn um Ghearain Chraolachain





Complaint made by:  Mr. David Weafer                                        Ref. No. 465/08   
	Station: 
 
	Programme:
  
	Date:

	RTÉ Radio One
	News at One
	12 December 2008


Complaint Summary:

Mr. Weafer’s complaint is submitted under Section 24(2)(a)(objectivity and impartiality in news).  The complainant states that the Minister for Foreign Affairs, Micheál Martin, was campaigning on the Lisbon Treaty (rerun 2) unopposed.  He claims no one with an opposing view was afforded air time and as a result RTÉ was not objective and impartial in the broadcast of this serious national issue.

Station’s Response:

RTÉ states that it is fully committed to providing balanced and fair coverage of all political issues.  This includes any possible rerun of the Lisbon Treaty referendum.  On 12 December the Minister of Foreign Affairs attended the EU meeting in Brussels that discussed some issues which the Irish Delegation raised as a means of addressing some of the concerns of those who had voted against the Lisbon Treaty in the referendum earlier in the year.  He was interviewed on the News at One from Brussels about some legal guarantees which had been proposed which might form the basis of a case that might be put to the electorate if there is a second referendum.  RTÉ believes this was a newsworthy item and an interview with the relevant Minister was fully justified.

Mr. Weafer seems to believe that RTÉ had to have had someone with an opposing view on the programme to balance the views of the Minister.  RTÉ does not accept this.  The conducting of a single interview has always formed part of the news and current affairs coverage of items of current political debate.  There is no obligation to have debates rather than single interviews.  In the programme, the interviewer put appropriate probing questions to Michael Martin about the guarantees which the Government was seeking.  The interviewer expressed no views of his own.  He simply asked the Minister what had been sought at the Brussels meeting and then probed him on some of the guarantees which had been given.  The interviewer was at all times objective and impartial.

If a second referendum is called, RTÉ will provide fair and proportionate time to those supporting and opposing that referendum, to present their arguments and engage in debate.  Part of this will involve broadcasting single interviews with a range of people who support both sides in any likely referendum. 

Decision of Commission:

The Commission has considered the broadcast, the submissions made by the complainant and the broadcaster.  The complaint concerns an interview with Minister Micheál Martin.  The Commission noted that the context of the interview related to an EU meeting in Brussels which Minister Martin had attended.  The presenter’s introduction to the interview set the context for listeners:

‘But first in the headless days after the Lisbon Treaty was defeated in a Referendum here in June it would have been a brave man to suggest putting the Treaty to the public vote again.  But it looks like that’s what’s going to happen.  EU leaders meeting in Brussels have agreed on assurances to Irish neutrality, our Commissioner, taxation and abortion laws.  They expect that those assurances will be enough to ensure that Ireland ratifies the Lisbon Treaty.  Let’s go to Brussels now and speak to Foreign Affairs Minister Micheál Martin.’

The Commission also noted the questions posed by the presenter: 


‘What exactly has been agreed today?’


‘What form will these legal guarantees take?’

‘Can we clarify now will there be a second referendum on the Lisbon Treaty next year?’

The interview was related directly to a meeting at which the Foreign Minister was seeking guarantees on various issues concerning the Lisbon Treaty.  It was not a discussion about a second referendum; it was a discussion about the political negotiations the Irish Foreign Minister was engaged in at EU level.  In this context, the broadcaster was entitled to interview the relevant Minister.  Given the importance of the issue to Ireland and the information in the public domain, one could expect that the Minister would be asked about the negotiations in which he participated on behalf of the Irish people.  On hearing the broadcast, the Commission was of the opinion that the presenter questioned the Minister to elicit information on the EU meeting that day and to explain what legal guarantees had been sought and agreed.  The Commission noted that contrary to the complainant’s submission, the presenter did challenge the views expressed by Minister Martin.  The presenter’s line of questioning and challenging of responses ensured that the subject matter was treated in a fair and objective manner.  

In this broadcast, the presenter explored the negotiations undertaken by the Minister at an EU meeting in Brussels concerning the Lisbon Treaty.  There was no obligation or need to have a representative of the “No vote” on the programme given the context and handling of the discussion by the presenter.  There was no evidence of editorial bias in this broadcast.  The complaint was rejected with regard to section 24(2)(a)(fairness, objectivity and impartiality).
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