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Broadcasting Complaints Commission

Coimisidn um Ghearain Chraolachain





Complaint made by:  INO                                                            Ref. No. 280/09
	Station: 
 
	Programme:
  
	Date:

	RTÉ Radio 1
	Today with Pat Kenny
	1 April 2009


Complaint Summary:

Mr. Hughes’ complaint, submitted on behalf of the Irish Nurses Organisation, is submitted under Section 24(2)(a)(fairness, objectivity and impartiality in current affairs).  The complaint relates to the general coverage given by RTÉ to the subject of public service pensions and the broadcaster’s reference to public service pensions as Rolls Royce pensions.  On the programme on 1st April, Mr. Kenny asked his interviewee whether the OECD report dealt with public service pensions. The response was that they did not to which Mr. Kenny expressed disappointment and stated the following “because they all come out of current account which is part of our big problem at the moment”.  These words, suggest that public service pensions have placed an inordinate burden on government current expenditure. Mr. Hughes claims this is false and grossly misleading. The Department of Finance analysis of exchequer pay and pensions bill 2003-2008 outlines the actual cost of public service pay and pensions for those years.  Pensions, as a percentage of the total pay bill in those years have ranged from a maximum of 11.3% of total payroll to a minimum of 9.49%.  Public servants pay a total of 6.5% for their pension benefits.  5% is paid towards the main scheme and 1.5% towards the spouse and children’s scheme. These payments are compulsory and both are subsumed into current revenue. The contribution from current revenue to public service pensions for the years in question never exceeded or even reached 5% of pay.

Mr. Hughes states that the traditional employer contribution to an occupational pension scheme has generally been understood to be twice that of the employee.  In the case of the State, the employer contribution is not even equal to the employee contribution.  The complainant therefore, believes it is grossly unfair for Mr. Kenny, on the public airwaves, to suggest that the funding provided by the State as an employer for public service pensions is excessive or that it is part of the problem at the moment. 

Mr. Hughes further states that his complaint specifically relates to the wrongful impression created by Mr. Kenny that the public service pensions are costing the tax payer an inordinate amount and a far higher amount than would have been expected in a normal defined benefit or defined contribution scheme.  The complainant claims this is simply untrue.

Station’s Response:

RTÉ states that in this programme the presenter Pat Kenny interviewed Mr. Tony O’Brien of Grant Thornton, an expert on the public sector, on the findings of the OECD Report on the Irish Public Sector.  The first issue they dealt with was the size of the Irish public sector work force.  Mr. O’Brien concluded that the Irish public sector was about average in terms of size. The next issue was efficiency.  Mr. O’Brien said that the report praised the revenue commissioners for their efficiency, but also pointed to inefficiency in the Health sector.  He said that the report concluded that Ireland has below average number of doctors, but above average number of nurses. 
Pat Kenny questioned whether the latter finding might be misleading as it may have included part-time nurses in its overall figures. The discussion then went on to look at public sector spending as a percentage of total spending and Irish people’s use of the health services.  Mr. O’Brien said that there was a need for a public debate on the health sector.  The next issue raised was Quangos.  The report estimated that there were 600 agencies and there was a need to measure their performance.  Mr. Kenny then asked about the overall thrust of the OECD report.  Mr. O’Brien concluded that we have an adequately sized public sector but that there was a range of issues that needed to be addressed. The interview concluded with Mr. Kenny asking Mr. O’Brien did the report say anything about public sector pensions and the funding of them because they all come out of current account and are part of our big problem.  Mr. O’Brien said that the report did not deal with this issue.  The interview then concluded.

Mr. Hughes’ complaint relates to the concluding question from Mr. Kenny.  He alleges that the final question created a wrongful impression … that public service pensions are costing the tax payer an inordinate amount.  Mr. Hughes states that … this is simply untrue.  

RTÉ believes that the interview was fully objective and impartial and that all the questions put by Mr. Kenny to Mr. O’Brien were relevant to any discussion about the public sector.  The specific reference to public sector pensions in Mr. Kenny’s final question took account of the cost of funding public sector pensions where adequate provision had not been made and where demands on current expenditure to fund pensions is required.  Generally, there is no pension fund for the civil service, unlike the private sector or the semi-state sector where both parties contribute to a superannuation fund from which pensions are drawn down.  That is the problem. Retirement benefits and lump sums have to be paid out of current taxation, and therefore early retirements don’t help the Exchequer very much at all with lump sums to be paid out of tax and loss of taxation income from the retirees.

Decision of Commission:

The Commission has considered the broadcast, the submissions made by the complainant and the broadcaster.  The complaint concerns a question posed by the presenter in the course of a discussion.  In assessing this complaint, the Commission had to consider the content of the entire discussion.  The Commission noted the presenter’s introduction to the report in which he informed the listener that the pending interview was in the context of an OECD report on the Irish Public Sector.  The interviewee was a professional expert on public service matters.  In the course of the subsequent interview, the discussion dealt with various aspects of the report including the size of the public sector, wages, costs, Quangos, value for money and so forth.  It was evident on hearing the discussion that the current economic situation in Ireland was integral to the interview.  

The complainant has taken issue with a particular exchange between the presenter and the interviewee concerning pensions.  The Commission found that it would not be reasonable to infer that the presenter was commenting on public pensions as submitted by the complainant.  He asked if the report dealt with public service pensions and how they were funded.  Given Ireland’s economic situation and the fact that public pensions are paid from the current account, it was a reasonable question for the presenter to pose.  The Commission was of the opinion that the problem the presenter was highlighting was the funding difficulties facing the Government.  It was not in the opinion of the Commission a comment on the pensions nor would it be fair to interpret it as so.  The complaint was rejected with regard to Section 24(2)(a) fairness, objectivity and impartiality.
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