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Broadcasting Complaints Commission

Coimisidn um Ghearain Chraolachain





Complaint made by:  Mr. Louis Power on behalf of the Council for the Status of the Family                                                                                     Ref. No. 14/09
	Station: 
 
	Programme:
  
	Date:

	RTÉ One
	Today with Pat Kenny
	23 December 2008


Complaint Summary:

Mr. Power’s complaint is submitted under Section 24(2)(a)(fairness, objectivity and impartiality in current affairs).  The complainant states an interview took place with Dr. Katherine Zappone and Dr. Ann Louise Gilligan on the Today with Pat Kenny show.  The discussion centred on the Pope’s address to the Roman Curia, parts of it dealing with gender which were widely misreported in the Irish media and worldwide.  What was being attacked was an indefensible misinterpretation of what the Pope said – as reported in the media – rather than what he actually said.  Mr. Power states the two ladies were treated with kid gloves and wished well in their attempts to gain credence and support for their campaign to have same-sex marriage introduced into Irish society.  Mr. Kenny’s approach contrasts sharply with his questioning of other people with ‘missions’.  Mr. Power states he and the Council would have welcomed a more vigorous approach from one of Ireland’s most experienced public affairs commentators on the issue of same-sex marriage.  He considers it quite unacceptable that Mr. Kenny has allowed his own personal – and obviously supportive – views on the issue of same-sex marriage to distort what he is highly paid to do, namely to put aside his own personal views and to provide fair, objective reporting and impartial interviewing on what will undoubtedly be a divisive Constitutional issue whenever it shall be brought before the Irish people for decision.  Mr. Power and the Council believe this programme failed in its requirements to be fair and impartial, especially in view of the fact that the two guests attacked what they thought the Pope had said, rather than what he in fact did say.

Station’s Response:

RTÉ states that the context for the discussion on Pope Benedict XVI's views on homosexuality on the Today with Pat Kenny programme was the Pontiff’s end-of-year address to senior Vatican staff the previous day and the angry reaction of many gay rights groups across the world to some of the comments he had made. 
During his speech, which was released to the media, he said the Roman Catholic Church had a duty to "protect man from the destruction of himself" and urged respect for the "nature of the human being as man and woman."  The pontiff added: "The tropical forests do deserve our protection.  But man, as a creature, does not deserve any less."

The presenter, having explained the comments and the international reaction they caused to the audience, conducted two interviews, one with Patrick Lynch, Secretary of the National Gay and Lesbian Federation and with previous interviewees, Dr. Katherine Zappone and Dr. Louise Gilligan (a lesbian couple married in another jurisdiction), to try to understand the difficulty they have with the Pope’s and the Catholic Church’s position on homosexuality.

Throughout the interview, the presenter was fair and impartial.  He was not pushing a particular agenda but rather giving an opportunity to representatives of a minority group, that has often been marginalised and discriminated against, to present their views. 
On both radio and television, RTÉ has regularly provided a forum for debate on the issues of same sex marriage, civil unions, the adoption of children by gay couples, etc, during which the views of different groups have been aired.  On this occasion, given the influence of any remarks made by the Pope, RTÉ was entitled to ask those representing a group of people of whom the Pope was critical, their views on his comments.

Decision of Commission:

The Commission has considered the broadcast, the submissions made by the complainant and the broadcaster.  The complaint concerns a discussion with the Secretary of the Gay and Lesbian Federation and a lesbian couple, the subject matter of which was prompted by Pope Benedict XVI's end-of-year address to senior Vatican staff the previous day.  The Commission acknowledges the complainants submission that there was debate concerning the reporting of the address in the Irish media.  However, the Commission must assess this complaint on the discussion in the actual broadcast.

The Commission noted that the presenter interviewed three homosexuals to elicit their views in the context of the Pontiff’s address.  The issue of homosexual rights is one of political and public debate in Ireland; an issue that is topical and of both public and human interest.  The programme-makers independently choose how to cover a topic and were entitled to explore the reactions of homosexuals.  The Commission noted that the main premise of the discussion was the reference to heterosexual couples.  The interviewees expressed how they believed everyone should be treated equally.  The Commission noted that all three interviewees stated that the Catholic Church is entitled to its religious beliefs, but in a fair society the homosexual community should be granted the same rights as the heterosexual community.  The Commission also noted that the presenter challenged the views and opinions expressed throughout the interview contrary to the complainant’s submission.

The Commission also found that the complainant’s assertion that the interpretation of part of the speech as discussed in the programme was inaccurate was unsubstantiated.  The programme-makers chose to address the issue of human rights in the context of an address made by a world leader.  It was a general discussion on a public and human interest issue which was prompted by the Pope’s address.  It was a reasonable and measured discussion, the tone of which was at all times reserved.  At no stage could the Commission determine content that amounted to an attack on the Pope’s address as submitted by the complainant.  Further, the presenter’s line of questioning and presentation throughout the interviews ensured that the subject matter was treated in a fair and objective manner.  There was no evidence of editorial bias in this broadcast.  The complaint was rejected with regard to Section 24(2)(a)(fairness, objectivity and impartiality).
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