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Broadcasting Complaints Commission

Coimisidn um Ghearain Chraolachain





Complaint made by:  Ms. Alice Mahony                                           Ref. No. 86/09
	Station: 
 
	Programme:
  
	Date:

	RTÉ Radio 1
	Today with Pat Kenny
	6 March 2009


Complaint Summary:

Ms. Mahony’s complaint is submitted under Section 24(2)(a)(fairness, objectivity and impartiality in current affairs).  The complainant states following a discussion about possible upcoming tax changes with guests on the show, the presenter Pat Kenny made a needless comment about the upcoming elections implying that people might punish the local election candidates for the decisions made by Government.  Ms. Mahony believes Mr. Kenny’s function is to debate issues without bias and this was clearly not the case this time.  She further states that he should not have aired his own opinions whether political or personal with the possibility of influencing other voters with such comments.  Advocating a certain course of action is beyond Mr. Kenny’s remit as a broadcaster.

Station’s Response:

RTÉ states that during the Today with Pat Kenny programme on 6th March there was a discussion on the options open to the Government in its attempt to raise revenue to meet the projected deficit between revenue and expenditure.  There were three contributors, financial journalist Colm Rapple, Sinn Féin MEP Mary Lou McDonald and Sara Carey, newspaper columnist.  RTÉ states that the discussion was handled in an objective and impartial manner by the programme’s presenter, Pat Kenny.  At the end of the discussion Pat Kenny wound it up by saying:
‘We’ll leave it there, the people might not get their chance to give their judgement on the people in the House at the moment but they certainly will get the chance to have their comment in the local and European elections and that should give them pause for thought one way or the other.’
It is RTÉ’s view that Ms. Mahony is completely wrong in her understanding of what the presenter was saying.  He was simply responding to the discussion in which it was very clear that the Government is going to have to significantly increase taxation in the coming months.  He then offered the not unreasonable opinion, an opinion that has been widely discussed in the media, that this may work against candidates for the Government parties in the upcoming elections.  What Mr. Kenny was stating is a matter of fact.  It does not show any bias on Mr. Kenny’s part.  He was not as Ms. Mahony claims, advocating a certain course of action.  He was simply speculating as to what might happen on Friday 5th June when the local and European elections take place.

Decision of Commission:

The Commission has considered the broadcast, the submissions made by the complainant and the broadcaster.  The complaint concerns a comment made by the presenter at the end of a discussion.  In assessing a complaint, the Commission must consider the comment in the context of the entire discussion.  The Commission noted that the discussion concerned the policies being adopted by the Government to increase its revenues.  The presenter informed the listener in his introduction; ‘Today should child benefit be taxed?  We’ve a debate....’

The subsequent debate was panel based with three contributors; Sarah Carey, newspaper columnist, Mary Lou McDonald, Sinn Féin MEP and Colm Rapple, financial journalist.  The presenter permitted each contributor to express their opinion on the issue of child benefits and what policies they believed should be implemented.  They discussed issues such as means testing, the current taxation system and policies, the principle of equality of opportunity for all children and the cost of living.  Each had different views and opinions.  The presenter also read out a number of messages sent in from listeners which were varied in opinion.  The Commission noted that one common thread in the panel’s input was that whatever policies the Government implemented with regard to a change in child benefit, either through changes in allocation of the allowance and / or taxing the allowance, was going to be unpopular.  One such contribution included ‘tackling child benefit at all is going to be very contentious’.  Towards the close of the discussion the panellists agreed that the taxation system needed reform.  One of the panel members then stated that we should not forget that the people voted for the system we have and that the current Government was returned on the basis of such policies.

The presenter then closed the discussion stating ‘.....that people will certainly get the chance to have their comment in the local and European elections and that should give them pause for thought one way or the other.’  When heard in context, the Commission was of the opinion that the comment was a summation to close the discussion.  It was evident that the summation was drawn from the opinions expressed by the panellists towards the end of the discussion.  Further, it was a statement reflecting the fact that the public do get the chance to voice their opinion through the electorate system.  When heard in context, the Commission found that the presenter did not advocate a position as submitted by the complainant.  The presenter was objective and impartial throughout the discussion and treated the subject matter in a fair manner.  The complaint was rejected with regard to Section 24(2)(a) fairness, objectivity and impartiality.
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