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Broadcasting Complaints Commission

Coimisidn um Ghearain Chraolachain





Complaint made by: Mr. Joe Curtis
                      Ref. Nos. 9/07 & 10/07
	Station: 
 
	Programme:
  
	Date:

	RTÉ TV1
	Hidden History; Part 1

Hidden History; Part 2
	9 January 2007

16 January 2007


Complaint Summary:

Mr. Curtis’s complaint, submitted under Section 24(2)(a)(impartiality) of the Broadcasting Act 2001, refers to broadcasts of the series Hidden History on RTÉ TV1.  The complainant submits that the presenter said at the start of the programme that on his return to Ireland after fighting in World War 2 for the British Royal Air Force, he was disappointed not to be treated as a 'war hero', which still rankles with him, while at the same time he resents the fact that some German, Belgian and French citizens were able to immigrate into Ireland after the war.  Therefore, the programmes were made by the presenter to settle old scores, which is contrary to the public good and biased.  The two programmes imply that the named immigrants were responsible for World War 2 concentration camps, whereas all such matters were dealt with in the Nurembourg Trials and RTÉ has no authority to re-try such issues, not to act as judge and jury.  

The complainant further submits that all the victims of the war deserve to be remembered.  There is no justification for singling out victims of concentration camps.  Any programmes about World War 2 should be balanced, and present both sides of the story, since the Americans and British, amongst others, were also responsible for enormous bloodshed.  

Also, the programme could incite anti-German feeling, or a boycott of specific Irish companies. 

Station’s Response:

RTÉ submits that many tens of thousands of Irish people volunteered to join the Allies between 1939 and 1945.  The presenter stated at the start of both broadcasts that he had served in the RAF and that he was proud to have done so.  He also stated that when he returned to Ireland he found at best an expression of moral relativism which was unjudgemental between the forces of fascism and those opposing fascism and at worst a pro-German sentiment.  This may have motivated him fifty years later to investigate the reception afforded in Ireland in the 1940s and 1950s to suspected collaborators with the German war effort, but in no way did it prejudice the research and presentation in the programme into the individual examples of pro-German people who arrived in Ireland.  The motivation behind the series was to investigate an aspect of Irish history which has up to now not been sufficiently explored and reported.

The programmes reported on people and their activities.  The production team who made the series were fully entitled to investigate collaborators who were not tried at Nurembourg provided they did so in a fair manner.  RTÉ further states that of course all casualties of war should be remembered.  But it is an unacceptable form of moral relativism that cannot differentiate between aggressors and victims of aggression.  The programmes highlighted the consequences of Nazi occupation of France, Poland, Croatia, etc.  The account of what happened in these countries was factually accurate and fair to all.  The Second World War started when Germany invaded Poland.  It was a fight between democracy and fascism and the aggressors were the Germans.  The Allies did not kill civilians as a matter of policy, the Germans did.  The millions of people who died in the Nazi concentration camps were overwhelmingly civilians.

The broadcaster further submits that the events described in the series took place fifty years ago.  The programme did not say anything about the German war effort which has not been said in countless other television programmes about the Second World War.  What was new in the programme was the attitude in Ireland in the decades after the war to people coming to live in Ireland who had participated in the German war effort.  These revelations could not generate anti-German feelings.  

Decision of the Commission:
The Commission considered the broadcasts, the submissions made by the complainant and the broadcaster.  The Commission noted that the introduction to the two-part documentary by the continuity announcer included, '…….Cathal O'Shannon investigates why and how the Irish State agreed to harbour Nazi War criminals after World War II.'  The Commission also noted that in the opening sequence of both broadcasts, the presenter informed the viewers of his own RAF background.  He stated that 'On leave in Ireland I could not wear my uniform because of Irish neutrality, something that irritates me to this day.'  In the introduction he also stated that 'Former collaborators and Nazis, some of whom were seeking asylum in Ireland, and official Ireland seemed to give a greater welcome to Nazis and former collaborators than they did to returning war veterans.  Come with me then, on my travels, as I try to find out who these Nazis were, where they came from and how they got into Ireland.'  The subsequent material explored the lives of various individuals and their associations and involvement with the Nazis during World War II.

The programme-maker is entitled to decide on the subject matter of a broadcast and also, the perspective that he/she wishes to explore.  What is of importance to the Commission, is that the subject matter is treated in a fair and balanced manner.  These programmes concentrated on Ireland's policies and actions in relation to those who participated in, or collaborated with, the Nazis in World War II and to victims of the Nazi regime.  The programmes are historical in nature, juxtaposing Ireland's treatment of people actively involved in World War II with that of victims of World War II at that time.  Such subject matter is of public and historical interest.  That the subject matter may be considered to be negative in nature, cannot determine the bias or otherwise of the programmes.  In the opinion of the Commission the programmes critically examined Ireland's stance on war participants and war victims of World War II in an impartial manner.  There was no evidence of editorial bias in these broadcasts.  In the introduction, the viewer was made aware that the presenter had personal experience of World War II.  This, of itself could not be determinative of bias.  In the opinion of the Commission, such information added to the context of the subject matter.  Thereafter there was  no evidence of presenter bias. 

These programmes concentrated on the crimes committed by Nazis.  Therefore, it would be expected that the victims of concentration camps would feature in the programmes.  The programmes clearly indicated that they would investigate Ireland's foreign policy during and after World War II.  It was not an exploration of World War II in itself and therefore, the other involved countries (such as America or Britain) did not feature.  Also, there was no evidence of incitement to hatred in this broadcast.  In relation to these two issues, the Commission did not find evidence of the issues in the broadcast as submitted by the complainant.

The complaint is rejected with reference to Section 24(2)(a)(impartiality) of the Broadcasting Act 2001.
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