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Broadcasting Complaints Commission

Coimisidn um Ghearain Chraolachain





Complaint made by: Mr. Morgan Stack                       Ref. No. 277/06
	Station: 
 
	Programme:
  
	Dates:

	RTÉ Radio 1
	Today with Pat Kenny
	23 & 24 October 2006


Complaint Summary:

Mr. Stack’s complaint, submitted under Section 24(2)(a)(impartiality) of the Broadcasting Act 2001, relates to a discussion on 9/11 on the Today with Pat Kenny show.  He objects to the discussion with Dr. Shyam Sunder of NIST in respect of 9/11 and the explanation of the collapse of the World Trade Centre.  On the 25 October the presenter read out Mr. Stack’s one line letter, but for the third time in three days neglected to address the important detail; that the owner of the buildings had admitted on television that the building WTC7 was brought down by a controlled demolition.  To exclude such facts while discussing the building collapses was deficient and misleading to the listeners.  Mr. Stack submits that the explanations given by Dr. Sunder and Tom Cloonan were false.  Mr. Stack states that “all broadcast news must be presented and reported in an objective, fair and balanced manner and without expression of the broadcaster’s own views”.  Mr. Stack also complains on grounds of slander due to the presenter's remark “we’ll put the conspiracy theories of Mark Sugrue and Richard Morgan to bed”.  Mr. Stack considers this remark slanderous to those who would question the official narrative.  “The Commission may consider complaints where it is alleged inaccurate facts or information was broadcast which could amount to an attack on the dignity, reputation or honour of the person about whom such statements were made”. 

Station Response:

RTÉ state that Mr. Stack’s complaint is that an interview with Dr. Shyam Sunder, lead investigator for the federal building and fire safety investigation in the World Trade Centre disaster (9/11) broadcast on 23 October breached RTÉ’s statutory obligation of impartiality and that a following reference to the item the next day was in addition slanderous.  RTÉ submits that Mr. Stack is a driving force behind a campaign called 'Scholars for 9/11' which is part of the 'Irish 9/11 Truth Movement'.  RTÉ further submits that Mr. Stack has announced that he is standing in the 2007 General Election in two constituencies to challenge official explanations of the World Trade Centre’s towers collapse. The organisation has mounted a vigorous campaign to challenge official explanations for the plane attacks of 9/11.  RTÉ also submits that Mr. Stack has challenged official explanations for the London underground bombings and has alleged a conspiracy in the media to ignore alternative explanations for the attacks.  As a result of Mr. Stack writings about the media in general and RTÉ in particular, RTÉ do not believe that any submission they make in response to the complaint will be accepted by Mr. Stack and that consequently his complaint will have go to the Commission’s Board for adjudication.

With respect to the initial interview, RTÉ state the programme included a reasoned and questioning interview from a very experienced and fair current affairs presenter and an eminent engineering expert, who had completed an investigation into the causes of the collapse of the Twin Towers.  Dr. Sunder is the Acting Director of the Building and Fire Research Laboratory at the National Institute of Standards and Technology (NIST).  Prior to joining NIST Dr. Sunder was on the staff of the Structural Engineering Department of the Massachusetts Institute of Technology.  He has led an enquiry into the collapse of the towers and was in Dublin to give a lecture on this topic.  During the 9 minute interview Dr. Sunder explained why the towers collapsed.

The following day Pat Kenny interviewed Tom Cloonan, security analyst with the Irish Times on the subject of claims that Islamic terrorist cells are operating in Ireland.  At the end of the interview the presenter read out extracts of two emails he had received in respect of the previous days’ discussion.  Following Mr. Cloonan’s commentary on the emails read out, Pat Kenny then concluded the interview by laughing and stating that the “conspiracy theories had been put to bed”.  It is this remark that RTÉ believe has led Mr. Stack to complain that the broadcast was slanderous.

It is RTÉ’s view that the two broadcasts were neither partial nor slanderous. RTÉ submit the interview with Dr. Sunder was completely impartial and the reading of the extracts of the emails was neither slanderous to Mr. Stack or the demographic he suggests. 

Decision of the Commission:  

The Commission considered the broadcast, the submissions made by the complainant and the broadcaster.  The Members noted the introduction to the interview by the presenter, Pat Kenny, in the programme of 23 October, which included: 'But what factors contributed to the cause of the collapse and what preventative measures can and should be taken to reduce the risk of collapse of other tall buildings in the event of impact, be it deliberate or accidental.  With me now is Dr. Shyam Sunder who is Lead World Trade Centre Investigator for the National Institute of Standards and Technology (NIST) in the United States, who headed a three year investigation into the collapse of the Twin Towers'.  

Thus, the listener was informed at the start that the subsequent discussion would deal with the collapse of the Twin Towers on the basis of an investigation undertaken by NIST and based on this investigation, what advice this organisation would give to reduce the risks of tall buildings collapsing.  The subsequent interview covered the collapse of the Twin Towers and included a discussion on safety measures for evacuations of tall buildings (such as developing lifts that would be impervious to fire and power cuts).  The presenter conducted the interview in a fair and balanced manner.  The Commission was of opinion that the presenter posed questions to elicit information from the interviewee about an investigation he had worked on, in an impartial manner.

This programme chose to explore the investigation undertaken by NIST into the collapse of the Twin Towers.  Such editorial decisions are the independent responsibility of the programme makers.  What is important to the BCC is that the interview is conducted fairly and in an impartial manner.  In the opinion of the Commission, there was no evidence of editorial bias in this broadcast.  The listener was made aware that the discussion was based on a three-year investigation into the collapse of the Twin Towers, lead by Dr. Sunder of NIST.  That the complainant or others do not agree with the outcomes of this investigation cannot determine the bias or partiality of the interview.  In the course of the interview, the discussion was centered on the Twin Towers and not building WTC7.  Again, the Members were of the opinion that choosing to discuss the Twin Towers and not Building 7 of the WTC complex could not determine the bias of the programme.  In the following days broadcast, the presenter read out an e-mail which was critical of the previous days interview.  It also included a reference to Building 7.  

The Commission was of the view that the subject matter was presented fairly, with no evidence of editorial bias.  With reference to slander, there was no evidence of an assertion which constituted an attack on the honour or reputation of any individual.  Therefore, this category does not apply to the complaint as submitted.  The complaint was rejected with reference to Section 24(2)(a)(impartiality) of the Broadcasting Act 2001.
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