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Broadcasting Complaints Commission

Coimisidn um Ghearain Chraolachain





Complaint made by:  Mr. Felix Gallagher                                     Ref. No. 110/09
	Station: 
 
	Programme:
  
	Date:

	RTÉ Radio 1
	Today with Pat Kenny
	13 March 2009


Complaint Summary:

Mr. Gallagher’s complaint is submitted under Section 24(2)(a)(fairness, objectivity and impartiality in current affairs).  Mr. Gallagher complains about the appalling lack of balance on the above date.  Mr. Kenny and his guests repeatedly attacked Sinn Féin for their position on the killing of two British soldiers and a PSNI officer.  The guests claimed that Sinn Féin members and supporters celebrated these killings.  They also claimed that the Sinn Féin condemnation of the murders was 'mealy mouthed'.  The only people being 'mealy mouthed' were Pat Kenny and his guests, who repeatedly tried to apportion blame for these murders on Sinn Féin.  The position taken by Pat Kenny and his guests plays into the hands of dissidents and endangers the peace process. 
From a broadcasting perspective, it showed a complete lack of balance and was littered with falsehoods and unsubstantiated opinions, presented as fact.  The position taken by Pat Kenny was in direct contrast to that taken by President Barack Obama, Taoiseach Brian Cowen, Prime Minister Brown, PSNI Chief Hugh Orde, Unionist politicians and loyalist paramilitaries, amongst others who all commended the position taken by Sinn Féin.
Station’s Response:

RTÉ states that the Today with Pat Kenny programme as a regular feature on Fridays invites a number of contributors into studio to review the major news events of the week.  The three contributors on this day were the author and former editor of the Irish Press, Tim Pat Coogan, Diarmuid McDermott of the Ireland International News Agency and Noirín Hegarty, editor of the Sunday Tribune. 

The opening topic was the murder of two British soldiers by dissident republican militants.  These were the first killings of British soldiers in Northern Ireland for twelve years.  The three contributors gave their assessments of the significance of the murders and, in particular, the reaction within the Republican political establishment to the deaths.

RTÉ believes that the three contributors all brought relevant expertise to the discussion and all gave their professional assessments of the reaction to the murders.  The presenter expressed no opinions, he merely asked the questions.  Mr. Gallagher may disagree with the assessment of the contributors, but that doesn’t make their contributions subjective or partial.  At least two of the contributors would claim to come from a nationalist tradition that understands and empathises with republicanism.  The contributors were not chosen on the basis of any perceived hostility to republicanism.  They were chosen because of their understanding of republicanism and knowledge of the Northern political scene. 

Decision of Commission:

The Commission has considered the broadcast, the submissions made by the complainant and the broadcaster. The complaint concerns comments made by the presenter and guests on his show during a review of the main news stories that week.  This segment is a regular feature of the Today with Pat Kenny programme broadcast on Fridays.  The Commission noted the presenter’s introduction to the discussion which included; ‘...joining me to look back at some of the issues of the week are Diarmuid McDermott from Ireland International, Historical and Author Tim Pat Coogan and Noirín Hegarty, Editor of the Sunday Tribune.  You’re all very welcome to the programme.  We’ll start with the North Diarmuid and your reaction to the Real IRA and the Continuity IRA recalling Gerry Adams famous phrase about the Provos, ‘they haven’t gone away you know’’. 

Therefore, the listener was informed that the review would be based on the major news events that week.  In the subsequent discussion, which was approximately 12 minutes long, the three panel members expressed their views and opinions on the two major news items concerning murders in the North.  The Commission noted that neither the presenter nor the panel members repeatedly attacked Sinn Féin or attempted to apportion blame on Sinn Féin for the murders of the two British soldiers and the PSNI Officer that week, as submitted by the complainant.  On the contrary, it was clearly stated by all that the murders had been committed by dissidents, as reported in the news.  At no stage was it inferred that Sinn Féin had any involvement.  It was clearly stated throughout that it was the Real IRA and the Continuity IRA.  

With regard to the use of the reference ‘mealy mouthed’, the Commission had to consider it in the context of the discussion.  The Commission noted that the contributors clearly stated that it was the length of time that it took Gerry Adams to make a speech after the murders of the two soldiers that was open to criticism and the fact that he did not use the word ‘murder’.  The reference to ‘mealy mouthed’ was used in this context.  Mr. Adams’ response was widely scrutinised that week both in the political and media forums.  Contrary to the complainant’s submission, some of that scrutiny had been critical.  The discussion in this broadcast simply reflected this fact.  Regarding the murder of the PSNI Officer, it was clearly stated that the reaction had been totally different which included the opinion that the response was ‘brave’.  This does not accord with the complainant’s submission that the panel were critical of the reactions of Sinn Féin to the murders of the British Soldiers and the PSNI Officer.  On hearing the broadcast, the Commission found that there were no grounds for such an assertion.

In the course of the discussion, the Commission noted that the presenter asked questions to elicit information and to generate debate.  There was no evidence of partiality on his behalf.  He conducted a fair and objective discussion about major news events that week.  The Commission noted that the complainant submits the discussion was ‘littered with falsehoods’.  There was insufficient substantiation for this claim in the complaint and therefore, the claim could not be assessed by the Commission.  The complaint was rejected with regard to Section 24(2)(a) fairness, objectivity and impartiality.
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