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Broadcasting Complaints Commission

Coimisidn um Ghearain Chraolachain





Complaint made by: Mr. Denis Hurley                         Ref. No. 160/08
	Station: 
 
	Programme:
  
	Date:

	RTÉ Radio 1
	‘Drivetime’
	17 April 2008


Complaint Summary:

Mr. Hurley’s complaint, submitted under Section 24(2)(a)(fairness, objectivity & impartiality in current affairs), refers to the programme ‘Drivetime’.  The complainant states that the reporter Fergal Keane made what he considered a biased and unwarranted attack on Commissioner Peter Mandelson during a report on the farmer’s protest in Dublin.  He believes that the comments made by the presenter were not presented in an objective and impartial manner and gave expression as well to his own views.

Station’s Response:

RTÉ submit that on 17 April an estimated 10,000 farmers protested in central Dublin at the EU Trade Commissioner’s proposals for a new round of World Trade Organisation (WTO) negotiations.  The President of the European Commission was in Dublin addressing the European Forum.  Farmers protested making known their objections to the proposals of Peter Mandelson.

The ‘Drivetime’ programme carried several items relating to the protest by Irish farmers.  At 16.50 Frances Shanahan who presents Farm News for RTÉ carried a report from the protest and was interviewed in studio by the programme presenter, Mary Wilson.  This was followed by the news bulletin at 17.00 which included a clip of the President of the EC defending the Commission’s negotiations with the WTO.  This was followed at 17.07 with Mary Wilson talking to RTÉ’s European Editor, Seán Whelan, who placed in context the trade talks and the Commission’s attitude to these talks.  Then at 17.12 the RTÉ journalist Fergal Keane was asked to give his assessment of Peter Mandelson.  Commissioner Mandelson has become something of a hate figure amongst Irish farmers.

Mr. Keane gave his assessment of Peter Mandelson.  Mr. Mandelson has been throughout his public career a remarkably controversial figure.  It is RTÉ’s view that any assessment of the Fergal Keane description of Mr. Mandelson has to take account of the context in which it was broadcast and therefore, has to include the reporting and critiques of the protests earlier in the programme that prefaced the assessment.  But even leaving aside these earlier parts of the programme, RTÉ believes that Mr. Keane was expressing his professional opinion about Mr. Mandelson and was entitled to do so in a forceful manner in which he gave his assessment and that there is strong evidence to substantiate Mr. Keane’s professional assessment.

RTÉ submit that almost all Irish commentators and politicians are united in their assessment of Mr. Mandelson’s role as Northern Ireland Secretary, where he was judged to be very difficult to deal with.  Mr. Keane did say that this view was not shared by Northern Unionists who admired the way Mr. Mandelson stood up to Sinn Féin.  Mr. Keane pulled no punches describing Mr. Mandelson as a more dislikeable politician I had never met, master of spin and manipulation....and the dark art of the political backroom,....described as arrogant and a bully, etc.  Mr. Keane concluded his assessment by saying that Mr. Mandelson was a good and bad Trade Commissioner...who wants to cut a deal.

The complainant describes Fergal Keane’s assessment of Mr. Mandelson as biased and unwarranted.  In RTÉ’s view it was not biased and was warranted given what had happened earlier in that day in central Dublin and Mr. Mandelson’s reputation.

Decision of Commission:

The Commission has considered the broadcast, the submissions made by the complainant and the broadcaster.  The Commission noted that a main news item on 17 April was the farmers protest in Dublin on the day the President of the European Commission was in Dublin.  In assessing this complaint, the Commission must consider the input by Mr. Fergal Keane in the context of this news event.  The presenter of ‘Drivetime’ informed the listener that, ‘And one of the biggest farm demonstrations in the past decade took place in Dublin today.  Farmers and Members of the Agri-food Industry took to the streets to protest about World Trade negotiations and in particular, the concessions being offered by the European Union Trade Commissioner, Peter Mandelson’.  Later she said, ‘we’ll have more about what is at stake on these negotiations on the World Trade agreement and we’ll also profile that hate figure for Irish farmers at the moment, Peter Mandelson’.  

The Commission noted that ‘Drivetime’ covered the protest in depth and reports were also broadcast during the news bulletins.  A reporter spoke about the reasons farmers told her they were protesting that day.  Clips of what the farmers said were played, the majority of which referred to the negotiations conducted by Peter Mandelson.  The listener heard an excerpt from the speech of the leader of the IFA which included, ‘Mandelson must be stopped.......He is engaged to a race to the bottom.  We’re not going with him’.  The listener also heard why the President of the European Commission said Ireland should support the World Trade agreement.  On hearing the entire programme, the Commission was of the view that both sides of the debate were given a fair hearing.  Fergal Keane’s profile of Peter Mandelson must be considered in the context of the entire programme.

It was common knowledge and widely reported that farmers were blaming the European Trade Commissioner, Peter Mandelson, for negotiating a poor deal in the World Trade agreement negotiations.  Given that over 10,000 farmers gathered to protest against the deal that the Trade Commissioner had struck, one could expect a profile of such a Commissioner to be discussed.  The Commission noted that the profile related to Commissioner Mandelson’s professional life only.  His time in Northern Ireland and his position in the Labour Party, together with his current position, were the main focus of the profile.  The Commission would acknowledge that the profile was somewhat negative.  However, a negative profile cannot determine that an item is biased.  The profile provided by Mr. Keane was drawn from factual information that was in the public domain.  He informed the listener that Mr. Mandelson’s nickname in Britain was ‘The Prince of Darkness’; that he was described in the British media as the ‘master of spin and manipulation’; that he was often described as a bully; that there was relief in Dublin when he departed from Northern Ireland, but that the UUP were happy with him.  Mr. Keane also spoke of Mr. Madelson’s standing as the Trade Commissioner, which he said was ‘both good and bad’.  He then cited an actual deal conducted by the Commissioner which had started out well, but ended badly.

The Commission was of the opinion that the critique of Peter Mandelson was factual and the information was drawn from the public domain.  The reporter only referred to one personal meeting he had had with Peter Mandelson.  All other information related to the political reputation of Mr. Mandelson.  The inclusion of the profile of figures holding important roles is a common practice in broadcasting.  On this occasion, thousands of Irish farmers came out to protest against the negotiations conducted by Peter Mandelson as EC Trade Commissioner.  Therefore, that the programme chose to profile him was justified by context.  The profile was accurate and relayed information that Mr. Keane had gathered about the professional career of Peter Mandelson.  It was not one of personal opinion as submitted by the complainant.  Further, both sides of the debate on the World Trade negotiations were given a fair hearing.  There was no evidence of editorial bias in this broadcast.  The complaint was rejected with regard to Section 24(2)(a)(fairness, objectivity & impartiality in current affairs).
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