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Broadcasting Complaints Commission

Coimisidn um Ghearain Chraolachain





Complaint made by: Mr. David D’Alton                         Ref. No.120/07
	Station: 
 
	Programme:
  
	Date:

	RTÉ 1 TV
	Future Shock: Property Crash
	16 April 2007


Complaint Summary:

Mr. D’Alton’s complaint, submitted under Section 24(2)(a)(impartiality) of the Broadcasting Act 2001, refers to the programme ‘Future Shock: Property Crash’.  The programme was a documentary on the Irish property market.  The complainant submits that he was disgusted with the sensationalist and biased content of the programme.

The complainant states the programme intentionally set out to undermine the confidences of those thinking of buying residential property.  Mr. D’Alton believes that the programme was dishonest and reckless in its portrayal of the Irish property market. The programme presented the worst case scenario without debating in equal measure the alternative softer landing scenario. The danger of such sensationalised programming is that a large proportion of the viewing public may realistically take the ‘hypothetical’ messages broadcast as being hard facts.  This in turn fuels much perpetual fear and reticence in the housing market. The complainant states that he is the managing director of a house building company responsible for the jobs of circa 90 people.  He found the programme to be unbalanced and irresponsible and jeopardised the jobs of these 90 people.  

Station’s Response: 

RTÉ state that the programme Future Shock set out to look at the conditions that might lead to what has been called the hard landing in the property market.   This is the view that what will follow the steep rises in the prices of property over the past decade will be a sharp decline in property prices.  

As the programme was looking to what might happen in the future, it had to be hypothetical.  This was made abundantly clear to viewers.  The programme did not state that a hard landing was inevitable, just that it was a possibility.  Contributors arguing for both a hard landing and a soft landing were included in the programme.  If a hard landing is to be avoided or ameliorated then it is important to consider what is likely to happen and what measure can be taken to reduce the impact.

RTÉ received many letters and emails from builders, developers and estate agents arguing that the programme was unbalanced.  RTÉ state that it was in the public interest to examine and consider the possibility of a hard landing.

The programme examined the future of Ireland’s property market, and looked at how vulnerable the Irish economy is to a substantial price correction.   The programme had respected business journalists give their opinions and analysis of the markets past and present.  Each contribution to the programme was made by either an individual talking about their own personal experience or a credible commentator from the financial world, economics or academia. The experts expressed a variety of views about the future of the property market.  These views ranged from the so called soft landing to the so called hard landing.  

The programme presented divergent viewpoints in a balanced manner, giving an overview of a number of possible outcomes to current trends within the housing sector, while looking at the factors that would or could, cause a crash.   The programme set out to examine three areas which have a dramatic impact of the future of the Irish property market: interest rates, domestic employment and the value of the US dollar.  The programme concluded by positing a hypothetical scenario, exploring how a correction could play out in the near future, and how it would affect different sectors of Irish life.  Experts agree that this is a real issue, and one which could have devastating effects for many Irish people.  As such, RTÉ believes that it is appropriate and responsible for programmes of this type to explore how property crashes have played out in other countries, and how one could play out here.  Any analysis of future events is by its nature hypothetical.  The Future Shock programmes – a series of periodic special documentaries – aim to explore possible imminent national and international event scenarios in a creative and striking manner, while approaching the necessarily predictive tone of the programmes from a balanced, detailed and responsible perspective.  

RTÉ is satisfied that this programme was a fair, balanced and responsible broadcast and that much of the criticism received came from sectors of the Irish economy  that have personally benefited from the huge rise in property prices over the last decade.

Decision of the Commission:  

The Commission has considered the broadcast, the submissions made by the complainant and the broadcaster.  This programme addressed the issue of the possibility of a property crash and its implications for Ireland, a subject matter which is of great public interest.  The Commission noted that the presenter’s opening remarks informed the viewer that the subsequent content would deal with the possibility of a crash and how such a crash might happen.  ‘What you are going to see tonight is just how vulnerable we are to a property crash in Ireland and how that crash might happen.’  

Therefore, from the start the viewer was made aware of the programme content, which the title of the programme also clearly indicated.  The viewer was also informed that it was hypothetical in nature.  The programme-makers were, and are, entitled to explore such issues.  They are entitled to editorial independence in deciding on the perspective on which the investigative programme is based.  What is important to the Commission is that they do so in a fair and impartial manner.  In this regard, the Commission must consider the broadcast as a whole; the contributions of all the programme participants must be included in such an assessment.    

In the opinion of the Commission, on viewing this broadcast the format of the programme was such that the subject matter was treated fairly and impartially.  The programme included interviews with experts who expressed views from both perspectives; ‘crash’ versus ‘soft landing’.  The Commission also noted that the presentation referred to the differing opinions on the future of the property market in Ireland.  For example, the presenter stated ‘The media are full of experts with conflicting messages about the health of the property market’.  There was then a camera shot from inside a car; the driver was listening to the news on his car radio and we hear the news reader saying ‘the economy seems to be heading for a soft landing’.  Various experts were also permitted to express such opinion throughout the programme.  The Ulster Bank’s Chief Economist stated ‘I have a view which is shared by many of my colleagues that the most likely scenario for the Irish one is a soft landing..’  An Economist with Davy Stockbrokers was predicting a period of stagnation, ‘So it’s hard to see house prices falling and certainly hard to see them falling significantly, but there could be a period of stagnation....’  

The Commission noted that parts 1 and 2 of the programme dealt mainly with the current state of the property market and potential threats.  Three major influences on the property market were explored namely, interest rates, Ireland’s economic dependence on the construction industry and the dollar.  Part 2 ended with the presenter asking; ‘What if the market did crash here?  What would it look like?  What might trigger it?’  

The opening remark in part 3 was ‘It’s not definite that we will see a serious property crash in Ireland, but if it were to happen this is what it might look like.’  The programme then presented a hypothetical crash scenario.  The Commission agrees that the portrayal was somewhat grim and that the background music may have been overdramatic.  However, the viewer was aware that it was conjecture, a hypothetical scenario.  Such a scenario was going to be negative and somewhat grim.  However, this segment alone could not determine the bias or otherwise of the programme.  It must be assessed within the context of the whole programme.  The Commission noted that at the end of this segment the presenter asks ‘so if that is what a crash looks like, is it fact or could it be our future?  This is subsequently followed by various experts expressing views on the question, which included those whose opinions were contrary to such a scenario occurring.  The Marketing Manager of Permanent TSB believes ‘we’re moving into a period of more stable growth, next six to seven years we’re looking at single figures....’   An Economist with the ESRI believes that the economy needs to be slowed down and that’s where the government can take action.  A DKM Economist believes that ‘if you have any exogenous shock to the system which would cause the housing market to slow much more faster than we might expect, then you have a problem’.
On viewing the broadcast, the Commission was of the view that sufficient contrary views were broadcast.  This programme achieved an overall balance of argument.  The viewer was made aware from the start that the main thrust of the programme was hypothetical.  The potential for a property crash was presented as such.  Those who believed a soft landing was the likely outcome were also heard.  It was a critical exploration of the property market, and in particular the potential of a crash scenario.      

The programme-makers ensured that there was balance of opinion by providing sufficient airtime to experts who did not foresee a hard landing.  The subject matter was treated fairly.  The complaint was rejected with regard to Section 24(2)(a)(impartiality).
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