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Broadcasting Complaints Commission

Coimisidn um Ghearain Chraolachain





Complaint made by: Mr. Pat Swords


      Ref. No. 65/06
	Station: 
 
	Programme:
  
	Date:

	RTÉ Radio 1
	'Five Seven Live'
	27 Mar 2006


Complaint Summary:

Mr. Pat Swords' complaint, under Section 24(2)(a)(impartiality) of the Broadcasting Act 2001, refers to a report on a cement making company and pollution.  The complainant asserts that broadcasting relating to environment, health and safety issues are poorly researched in Ireland, if at all, leading to the situation in which the public is regularly grossly misinformed.  RTÉ Radio 1's presentation in this broadcast was a classic example of this genre.  Small eco-friendly cement producer EcoCem was being victimised by the established cement companies and the Department of the Environment as it was not being issued with Greenhouse credits, €27 per tonne of CO2.  In particular, as its cement, unlike other established companies, was essentially CO2 neutral.  

Standard cement clinker is produced by burning lime and as outlined in the broadcast is a very large emitter of CO2 due to the considerable energy input.  So how does EcoCem produce clinker that is essentially CO2 neutral?  Well it doesn’t!  EcoCem uses ground blast furnace slag which is produced as a by-product of the steel industry.  This industry also has huge fuel requirements to produce molten steel and the slag by-product.  Additionally, emissions of other compounds from blast furnaces are higher than burning lime in a cement kiln as the long length of the cement kiln acts as a gas cleaning installation.  Therefore totally opposite to the programme's presentation it is the production of the blast furnace slag and not the cement clinker production that has the larger environmental impact.  

EcoCem's activity in Ireland relates to the importation of blast furnace slag, its grinding and blending into cement products.  As was mentioned in the broadcast this is a very low energy input step.  What was failed to be mentioned is that as it is of such low energy it is not included in the Emissions Trading Scheme.  Therefore, even if the Department of the Environment wanted to allocate them credits they could not.  

If this story had been researched it would not have been broadcaster in the manner it was.  This is unfortunate as the EPA is always available to answer queries under the terms of the Aarhus Convention.

The complainant further states that global warming is a global issue.  It does not matter whether the carbon dioxide is released in Germany or Ireland.  He would strongly argue that any claims about environmentally superior performance of EcoCem's product in comparison to the 'traditional' method of manufacture can only be assessed in the light of how ground blast furnace slag is produced and the carbon dioxide emissions thereby generated.  This carbon dioxide is accounted for in Germany as part of the steel production.  RTÉ chose to ignore the international and socio-economic aspects of the Emissions Trading Scheme in favour of simple accounting of Irelands CO2 emissions.  It was therefore incorrect for the programme to assert that EcoCem was being victimised by the Irish Authorities, as it had not been allocated emissions trading credits.

Broadcaster's Response: 

RTÉ submits that it is difficult to identify any specific claim of breach of impartiality in Mr. Swords' complaint.  Essentially he is arguing that the report was inaccurate and therefore, it is reasonable to assume that Mr. Swords believes that the report was unfair to largest manufacturers of cement by 'traditional' methods.  The report explained to the listener that traditional cement-manufacturers were large generators of CO2 but there was an alternative method of production which used a different raw material.  A company called EcoCem was using this alternative raw material but issues had arisen in regard to a Government decision about carbon emissions trading.

The report dealt with the Irish Government's decision to break with the model of carbon trading practised elsewhere in Europe in a manner that gave competitive advantage to heavy polluters over a more eco-friendly company.  Mr. Swords suggests that the EcoCem product is 'essentially not carbon neutral'.  The Emissions Trading Scheme (ETS) in Ireland applies to companies producing large amounts of CO2 in this country.  The 'Ground Blast Furnace Slag' (GBFS) which EcoCem uses is a by-product of the German steel industry.  EcoCem imports all its GBFS from Germany where it is a by-product of the Steel industry.  The ETS works on a national and not a trans-national basis.  Therefore, CO2 generated in Germany in the production of GBFS is not included in Ireland's carbon bill.

Mr. Swords claims 'emissions from other compounds from blast furnaces are higher than burning lime in cement kilns'.  The report was about the cement manufacturing process in Ireland and the carbon bill accruing from it.  It was not about the Steel industry in Germany.  EcoCem's manufacturing process in Ireland does not produce any Nitrous Oxide or Sulphur Dioxide the other major greenhouse gasses.

Mr. Swords suggests that the report failed to mention that EcoCem is such a small carbon emitter that it is for that reason that it is not included in the ETS.  This is incorrect.  The report clearly highlighted that the Irish Government has chosen to leave EcoCem out of the ETS as administered in Ireland precisely because it is a low CO2 emitter.  Companies manufacturing an identical product in other European countries have been included in their national ETS as a reward for being environmentally friendly and as an incentive to big emitters to reduce greenhouse gas pollution.  

RTÉ believes this report was well researched.  Its intention was to highlight the importance of bringing Ireland's carbon emissions under control, an agenda the EPA is keen to address.  The cement industry generates 4 million tonnes of carbon annually.  EcoCem has 7% market share in this country.  If it was manufactured in the same way as its competitors it would generate 300,000 tones of carbon.  Because it doesn’t it only generates 20,000 tonnes.  The allocation of Carbon Credits as directed by the Government under NAP2 (National Allocation Plan) awards all credits to heavy polluters.  

Decision of the Commission:  

The Commission has considered the broadcast, the submissions made by the complainant and the broadcaster.  The Commission noted that the introduction to the broadcast informed the listener that the next item was an example of the 'problems that Irish industries and the Government have in adjusting to life under the Kyoto Protocol'.  In particular, the programme dealt with the issue of greenhouse gas emissions, the cement industry and the government's allocation policy on greenhouse credits.  The issue was explored and discussed in an Irish context only.  It dealt with the implementation of policy by the Irish Government.  At the time a Cabinet decision was due on the allocation of greenhouse credits.  The programme-maker is entitled to decide on the approach to take when covering an issue.  In this particular broadcast, the programme-makers chose to cover the issue on a national basis.  While the Commission would acknowledge that environmental issues are indeed global issues, to explore the implementation of Irish policy on a national basis is admissible, legitimate and of public interest.  Also, given the pending Cabinet decision, it was timely and relevant.  What is important to the Commission is that the broadcaster covered the topic in a fair and balanced manner.  There was no evidence of editorial bias in this piece.  The programme presented the material in a factual nature and the interviews were conducted in an objective and impartial manner.  It was also noted that the piece dealt specifically with greenhouse gas emissions.  It was not a discussion or exploration of the sources of the raw materials to make cement.  The Commission would agree with the complainant that environmental issues are complex.  However, the programme-makers legitimately looked at Ireland's greenhouse gas emissions only and did so in an impartial manner.  That the report was not focussed on a European or global scale does not determine that it is unfair.  This report was fair, and looked impartially at the allocation/non-allocation of credits in respect of EcoCem compared to larger cement producers in Ireland, under the application of Ireland's policy on greenhouse gas emissions.  Therefore, the Commission rejected Mr. Pat Swords' complaint under Section 24(2)(a)(impartiality) of the Broadcasting Act 2001.
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