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Broadcasting Camplaints Commission




Complaint made by: Mr. Brendan Price, Ref. no. 19/04
	Station: 
 
	Programme:
  
	Date:

	
	
	

	RTÉ
	'Mooney Goes Wild'
	02 January 2004


Summary of Complaint:
Mr. Price's complaint, under Section 24(2)(a)(impartiality) of the Broadcasting Act 2001, relates to the item special on Keiko the whale, presented by Mr. Derek Mooney on RTÉ Radio 1.  Once again on this issue, in the aftermath of Keiko's death, the Irish involvement was excluded from the discussion.  The U.S. advocates of this release were interviewed and Mr. Simon Burrow, (for whom I have the greatest respect), here in Ireland, with input from the Mooney flock, despite assurances by Mr. Mooney to the contrary on this and captivity issues, I was not contacted. 

The complainant states that he introduced Mr. Mooney to this programme and its organisers and negotiated with N.P.W.S. and the Taoiseach on Ireland's possible involvement in the release (had Ireland demurred) and further releases of cetaceans of North Atlantic origin, subject to veterinary controls and concerns.  He is Ireland's only full-time wildlife rehabilitator and present an equally valid and different view on this and captivity issues and release issues, than the other contributors from Ireland on this programme.  He also speaks from a lifetime's experience of these issues, not available to other contributors, regardless of their own area and experience.  The exclusion of an Irish advocate of cetacean rehabilitation from this programme, created bias in the extreme and puts those advocates at serious disadvantage in their work.

This in association with earlier complaints, and those beyond the BCC's remit, is ongoing proof of Mooney and Company and RTÉ's perpetuation of bias on captivity issues, and censorship of captivity critics, and in Mr. Price's case, a professional wildlife rehabilitator, twenty years perpetration of imbalance and bias on captivity issues and constant reinforcement.

The complainant states that he comes from the husbandry tradition, specifically dealing with captivity / release issues, and specifically representing these issues and those who favour re-introductions and oppose captivity.  Dr. Simon Berrow has no problem recognising his qualification in such areas nor does anybody else it appears, but Mr. Derek Mooney and RTÉ.  He merely mentions a little of his track record and lifetimes involvement and work to counter Mr. Peter Feeney's gratuitous slurs, slants and selective responses to the issues, his tunnel vision on qualifications, and deliberate attempts to wrongfoot the BCC by mischievous references to qualifications, however worthy, do not necessarily relate to the subject at hand.  Mr. Price also states that he is not the only person with such experience, but neither the Irish involvement, nor Irish expertise on some of the main issues of the programme, were represented.

The complaint also feels that Mr. Feeney's personalised attack on him is unwarranted and without foundation.  He is not engaged in any campaign and deals with each issue as it arises and the issues themselves are quite apart from any feeling he may have for the presenter/producer, who he has known a long time and wishes well.  Mr. Feeney's remarks must be seen as quite bizarre and hurtful to Mr. Mooney and he should not resort to such slurs and personalised remarks in the absence of professional or credible defences on the issues involved.
Station’s Response

RTÉ state that Mr. Price claims that the programme on the whale Keiko failed to be impartial because it excluded and it quotes the complainant, 'Irish involvement' from the discussion.  There is no statutory obligation on RTÉ to have an 'Irish involvement' in any discussion.  Mr. Price's complaint should be dismissed without further consideration.

The programme's producer and presenter, Mr. Derek Mooney, has made four programmes about Keiko.  He visited Keiko on a number of occasions whilst he was being prepared for release in Iceland and Norway.  Dr. Richard Collins, one of Mr. Mooney's 'co-presenters' on the programme accompanied him on one of these visits.  Mr. Mooney was excellently placed to put together a programme on Keiko's death.  The essence of Mr. Price's argument is that the programme should have included a contribution from Mr. Price.  In the opinion of the producer, and it is an opinion endorsed by RTÉ, the right panel was chosen for the programme.  The programme was a celebration of the unique attempt to release back into the wild the first ever captive orca (killer whale).  This was not a programme about whether or not Keiko should be brought to Ireland.  This proposal had featured in a previous 'Mooney Goes Wild' programme broadcast last year which had included Mr. Price.

But the story had moved on.  Keiko was now dead and what the programme concentrated on was how he had died and what were the chances of other captive orca whales being released back into the wild.  The main interview in the programme was with Mr. Mark Berman.  Mr. Berman was the Associate Director of the Free Willy Keiko Foundation, the organisation directly responsible for the management and care of Keiko.  The second interview was with Dr. Simon Berrow.  Dr. Berrow was the best qualified person to discuss the issue of why no post mortem examination to establish the actual cause of Keiko's death was undertaken.  He has many years experience with cetaceans and has conducted autopsies on cetaceans.  No one can dispute Dr. Berrow's qualifications.  He is Chairperson and founder member of the Irish Whale and Dolphin group.  He is project manager of the Shannon Dolphin and Wildlife Foundation and is, in addition, a ministerial appointee to the Heritage Council of Ireland.  It is hard to think of a more qualified person to include in a programme on Keiko.

Another contributor to the discussion was Howard Garrett of Orca Network.  His qualifications match Dr. Berrow's.  He has been involved in whale research for twenty five years and is editor of the Journal of the Whale Museum, 'Cetus'.  He has directed the campaign to return another whale, Lolita, the last surviving of the captive orcas, to her home in Puget Sound.

The panel in question was of the highest calibre and was well capable of conducting a balanced conversation on the topic of the death of Keiko.  Mr. Price's complaint has no foundation whatsoever and should be completely rejected by the Commission.  Much of Mr. Prices's complaint is unrelated to the particular programme and is simply part of a personalised and unwarranted on-going campaign against the programme's presenter and producer.
Decision of the Commission:

The Broadcasting Complaints Commission rejected the complaint made by Mr. Price.  The Commission was of the view that RTÉ did not infringe Section 24(2)(a)(impartiality).  The programme was presented in a fair and balanced manner.  There was no evidence of editorial bias.

The complaint was rejected.  
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