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Broadcasting Complaints Commission

Coimisidn um Ghearain Chraolachain





Complaint made by: Mr. Christopher McCamley, Ref. Nos. 312/06 & 313/06
	Station: 
 
	Programme:
  
	Date:

	RTÉ TV1
	The Last Judgment (part 1 & 2)
	14 & 21 November 2006


Complaint Summary:

Mr. McCamley’s complaint, submitted under Section 24(2)(a)(impartiality) of the Broadcasting Act 2001, relates to two documentary programmes broadcast on RTÉ.  The two programmes concerned the teaching of the Catholic Church.  The first programme dealt with mandatory celibacy and the second, the ordination of women.  He would suggest that both these issues were presented as if they were 'public controversy or the subject matter of current public debate'.  He states there was no attempt at being fair to all the interests concerned.  In the case of both celibacy and women's ordination there was no attempt made to present the official position of the Church.  During the broadcasts, there was no speaker representing the official church position.

Mr. McCamley states that in no way could it be argued “that the broadcast matter is presented in an objective and impartial manner and without any expression of the broadcasters own views”.  He believes the presenter was not neutral and made no attempt to present the official view or to question in any meaningful way, the views of other participants.  

In the second programme, the use of an Italian actress dressed as a bishop and subsequent rather vague suggestions of being got at by the Vatican was ridiculous.  He also believes that the library footage of the Papal Nuncio given answers to questions 'we' [viewer] didn't really hear was prejudicial.

Station Response:

RTÉ submits that the purpose of the Last Judgement series was to examine the issues of mandatory celibacy and the prohibition on women priests in the Catholic Church from the perspective of individuals who have been directly affected by these rules and who are now seeking a change in the church’s approach.

Both episodes featured the views of Catholics who remain deeply committed to their Church although they no longer accept the Church’s ruling on these issues.  This approach was taken to provide fresh perspectives and renewed debate on a contentious area of Catholic teaching that has been extensively covered in the media.

RTÉ is satisfied that the series was a valid and valuable contribution to the public understanding and debate on these issues and that it was produced fully in accordance with RTÉ’s Programme-makers' Guidelines.  The public has a right to hear all sides of a national debate and that is exactly what RTÉ sets out to achieve over its range of programming on radio and television.  The topics of clerical celibacy and women priests have been covered extensively over many years by RTÉ and the Last Judgement series is regarded as just one small contribution to that output.  On occasions it can be considered appropriate for programmes to feature particular viewpoints provided these are presented in a fair and accurate manner.  The requirement for RTÉ's audiences to hear all sides of a public debate can often be realised most effectively over a range of programming.  There is a legislative recognition of this in the 1976 Broadcasting Act.  The production team on Last Judgement, for example, also produce the Would You Believe series which has dealt with the issues of celibacy from a wide range of perspectives.  

The specific remit of Last Judgement was to explore the issues from a personal and spiritual perspective of people who are mostly directly and adversely affected by the rules and RTÉ think this approach was appreciated by the vast majority of the audience, if one is to judge by the positive reaction RTÉ has received to date, including some newspaper reviewers.  The strength of the two programmes lay in the telling of personal stories by people deeply committed to the Catholic Church, but also desperately wanting to see their Church change its rules and allow them as individuals to fulfil their lives.

The position of the Catholic Church authorities in regard to clerical celibacy and women priests was clearly and accurately outlined in the script of both programmes and the presenter put this to those advocating changes in policy who were interviewed in the two programmes.  The 'official position' (the complainant's words) was given by the programme presenter who then set out to explore the thinking and reasoning of those seeking change.  In these circumstances it was necessary to include an 'official' representative, who would only be repeating what viewers already had heard on numerous occasions.

Finally, RTÉ submit that the actress dressed as a bishop was included in the programme to allow the question to be asked 'Could this be possible?  Is it too much to expect that at some stage in the future the Catholic Church will allow women priests and ultimately women bishops?'  RTÉ believes the inclusion of this question through visual impact of a woman bishop was perfectly acceptable.  With regard to the inclusion of extracts of the Papal Nuncio responding to questions without hearing the questions; this is a perfectly acceptable editing technique in widespread usage throughout the broadcasting world.  The issue of prejudice would only arise if in the editing process answers were broadcast which did not reflect the original questions asked.  There is no reason to believe this is the case in the Last Judgement programmes.  

Decision of the Commission:  

The Commission considered the broadcasts, the submissions made by the complainant and the broadcaster.  The Commission noted that the programme makers chose to explore two aspects of the Catholic Church in these  programmes.  These were, the mandatory celibacy of priests and the ordination of women.  The Commission noted that in the course of the programmes the programme-makers clearly stated the position of the Church Authorities, including reference to the Church’s belief that the issue of celibacy and the Church's patriarchal system have their foundation in scripture; and on the life and teachings of Jesus Christ.  The programme-makers were, and are, entitled to explore religious belief and institutions.  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 these programmes, the issues of mandatory celibacy and the ordination of woman were explored from the perspective of members of the Catholic Church.  The programme on celibacy, focused on the lives of two men; one a former priest, now married with children and the second a priest who chose to remain with his vocation.  The latter stated that to remain in the priesthood was a very difficult decision, but he felt that he had no choice as he could not turn away from his calling to priesthood.  The ex-priest stated that he wanted nothing more than to regain his position in the Church.  The programme also included interviews with the local people of a small rural parish who expressed their views on priests being permitted to marry.  This programme explored in an informative and fair manner the difficulties and complexities that mandatory celibacy imposes from the perspective of an ex-priest and a priest.  It looked at their personal experiences and gave the viewer an understanding of the effect of mandatory celibacy on their day-to-day lives.  

In the second programme, the main interviewees were a woman who believed that she had a calling to the priesthood, a female theologian and ex-nun who had studied the role of women in Christianity and a female catholic who was praying for the right to practice her faith with dignity.  The programme explored women's issues with the Church and the implications for them of the patriarchal system of their Church.  As with the first programme, this programme looked at their personal experiences and gave the viewer an understanding of the effect on their lives of the exclusion of women from ordination and authority in the Church.  

With regard to the use of the actress who was attired in clerical clothing, the Commission is of the view that this was a visual used to reflect the issue being addressed in the programme; will female priests be permitted in the Catholic Church?  In relation to the footage of the Papal Nuncio, the Commission noted that the viewer did actually hear the question posed to the Papal Nuncio.  In relation to these two issues, the Commission did not find evidence to support the complaint as submitted by the complainant.

In the opinion of the Commission, both programmes explored aspects of the Catholic Church in a balanced manner.  The subject matter was treated with respect throughout.  It was evident that the participants in the programmes were devout Catholics.  The programmes were human-interest in nature and looked at how aspects of a religious institution affected the day-to-day lives of some of its members.  The programmes were also of a factual nature.  The Commission is of the opinion that the programmes were factually accurate and represented in a fair manner the issues of mandatory celibacy and the ordination of women.  It looked at well-known established positions of the Catholic Church and how these had a real effect on the lives of members of the Church; and in particular how some were struggling with these positions, yet wanted and continued to practice their faith.  It was a critical exploration of the issues, but at all times reasonable, fair and of both public and human interest.  The complaint was rejected with regard to Section 24(2)(a)(impartiality).
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