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Broadcasting Complaints Commission

Coimisidn um Ghearain Chraolachain





Complaint made by: Mr Michael Anderson                                Ref. No. 196/08 

	Station: 
 
	Programme:
  
	Date:

	Newstalk 106 – 108FM
	The Wide Angle
	25 May 2008


Complaint Summary:

Mr. Anderson’s complaint, submitted under Section 24(2)(a)(fairness, objectivity & impartiality in current affairs), relates to a comment made by a panellist referred to as Clement, on the “Wide Angle” programme.  Mr. Anderson states that the presenter, Karen Coleman, allowed this civil servant use the programme as a platform to wish debt and financial difficulty on the developer, Bernard McNamara and his company.  The complainant believes this is highly unprofessional in a civil servant and is particularly objectionable in one who is employed specifically in a capacity that works on ‘integration’.  Mr. Anderson states that he did not hear Ms. Coleman make any attempt to ask him to desist or withdraw his comment.   

Mr. Anderson states that he finds it highly irresponsible of Ms. Coleman to allow such comments and believes it is a dereliction of duty for Newstalk to allow her such latitude on air.  He believes this is an indication of seriously declining standards of democracy that a citizen can be attacked in this way without any word of apology from the radio station or the Department that Clement represents.  Mr. Anderson declares that he has no connection with Mr. McNamara and his standing in this matter is that of a citizen concerned about standards and principles.

Station’s Response:

Newstalk 106 – 108FM state that Mr. Anderson’s complaint concerns a comment made by Mr. Clement Esebamen, one of the three member panel who were reviewing the Sunday papers on this programme.  At the outset, Newstalk correct a claim made by Mr. Anderson that Clement Esebamen is a civil servant.  Mr. Esebamen has never been a civil servant.  While he is working with officials from the Department of Justice Equality and Law Reform and the Department of Education and Science, in the office of the Minister for Integration, he will continue to be employed by his present employers, Tallaght Partnership, for the durations of his secondment.

Mr. Anderson’s complaint refers to a comment made by Mr. Esebamen about a story in the Sunday Independent which was headlined ‘I don’t owe €1.5 billion’.  This referred to a decision by Mr. Bernard McNamara’s building company to withdraw from five Public Private Partnership schemes with Dublin County Council.  The first person to speak was solicitor Mr. Gerald Keane.  He described Mr. McNamara as a very astute and successful property developer.  His main point was that Mr. McNamara’s decision to withdraw from these PPPs was basically a commercial decision made in the interests of his company.  He also said he did not think it was relevant to discuss Mr. McNamara’s company‘s finances without looking at the overall picture.  

Mr. Esebamen, speaking from the viewpoint of the communities involved, felt strongly that these projects should be going ahead and said he thought it was a disgrace they were not.  He referred to the supposed reason they were not going ahead – tighter building regulations and made it clear he did not believe that was the real reason.  He then joked that if that was the reason then he hoped Mr. McNamara did owe 1.5 billion.  The context of the comment was that he hoped there was a much stronger reason than tighter building regulations for the company’s withdrawal from the schemes.

Mr. Esebamen went on to say that he hoped Bernard McNamara was in negotiations with DCC, OPW or whoever is involved in planning these projects, so that they can be delivered for the communities who need them.  Later he said these projects are sorely needed and it would be a shame if they did not go ahead.  His view was that Bernard McNamara and other developers have made big profits and now they should be prepared to take a ‘hit’ on their profits to complete these projects.  He added that Mr. McNamara had a very good image in the building industry and he should not let this colour what people think about him.

The third member of the review panel, solicitor Andrea Martin, took a very different view to Mr. Esebamen.  She said Mr. McNamara was a businessman whose job it is to make money.  She said Mr. McNamara did not owe anybody anything from the point of view of social policy.  She said the Government should be criticised for not providing these regeneration schemes.  Ms. Martin actually referred to his reputation as a very conscientious person.  She then moved the conversation on to a discussion on PPPs in general and their suitability – or lack of it – for providing public infrastructure. 


It is Newstalk’s view that Mr. Esebamen’s comment was made in the cut and thrust of a review of the newspapers.  It was clear from his comments later in the piece that he was aware of Mr. McNamara’s good reputation.  At no point was Mr. Esebamen given a platform or allowed to attack Mr. McNamara.  Newstalk believes the one comment complained of by Mr. Anderson has been taken out of context and is not fully reflective of Mr. Esebamen’s views or indeed of the overall tenor of the discussion on the programme.
Decision of the Commission:
The Commission has considered the broadcast, the submissions made by the complainant and the broadcaster.  The complaint concerns a comment made during a review of the main stories in the Sunday newspapers.  In assessing this complaint, the Commission must consider the comment in the context of the entire discussion.  The Commission noted that the presenter introduced the discussion by reading out a headline from a Sunday newspaper concerning Bernard McNamara and his decision to withdraw from a few Public Private Partnership schemes (PPPs).  One of the panellists contributed that the decision was based on experience and that it was indicative of the times in which the construction industry was at this moment.  He believed it was a ‘wise decision’ made by an ‘astute property developer’.  Another panellist stated that for her it raised questions about the appropriateness of the PPPs model to provide infrastructure.  She believed that it was the Government’s responsibility to provide housing and not that of a private company; the social responsibility is that of Government and not private business.  The complaint concerns the contribution from the other panel member, Mr. Clement Esebamen.  The Commission noted that his contribution was from the perspective of a community worker.  He believed that the projects should go ahead and if they did not, ‘it would be a shame, a disgrace’.  He did make the comment as submitted by the complainant.  However, it was clear to the listener that he was articulating how disappointed he felt because the projects were in jeopardy.  Also, the tone was measured and calm with no evidence of malice.  

The Members also noted that the presenter did challenge the contribution from Mr. Esabamen and interceded immediately after his comment about the €1.5 billion.  She posed a question about the validity of the business decision that Mr. McNamara made and that given the times maybe it would ‘not be wise to fulfil those projects?’  On listening to the discussion, the listener heard a number of different viewpoints on the issue.  Also, the presenter posed questions to elicit information from each of the panellists; and challenged proffered views.  Further, the context of the comment was a review of the main newspaper stories that day.  In such a context, panel members are asked, and expected, to proffer their opinions on the content of the articles as written and presented in the papers.  The comment made by Mr. Esebamen was based on the article and it was one  that was made to express his strong feeling about the projects, as opposed to the building contractor involved.  He believed the ‘projects were sorely needed across the community in where they are located’.  This was a fair and balanced discussion based on a main newspaper story that day.  The complaint was rejected with regard to Section 24(2)(a)(fairness, objectivity and impartiality in current affairs).
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