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Broadcasting Complaints Commission

Coimisidn um Ghearain Chraolachain





Complaint made by:  Mr. Hugh McFaddan                         Ref. No.  270/07 

	Station: 
 
	Programme:
  
	Date:

	RTÉ TV1
	The Late Late Show
	5 October 2007


Complaint Summary:

Mr. McFaddan’s complaint, submitted under Section 24(2)(a)(fairness, objectivity and impartiality in current affairs), refers to an interview with General Mike Jackson, a retired Chief of Staff of the British Army.  Mr. McFaddan claims that General Jackson was treated by Pat Kenny as though he was an eminently sensible and reasonable person.  General Jackson said in the course of the interview that his army in Northern Ireland had prevented unlawful force being used for political purposes.  Mr. McFaddan queries why Pat Kenny did not ask the obvious question, considering General Jackson was a senior officer commanding troops from the infamous Parachute Regiment in Derry when unlawful force was used to kill 13 Irish citizens on the streets of that city.  The complainant questions whether, what he describes as lethal force used by the Parachute Regiment in Derry in January 1972, was lawful.  Mr. McFaddan states that the simplest and most effective way to censor a point of view is to omit it entirely. 

Mr. McFaddan further states that he objects to Irish taxpayers’ money being used by RTÉ TV to help a former commander in the British army promote his book and requests that there is no more whitewash of Bloody Sunday.  Furthermore, he states that the manner and content of Pat Kenny’s interview was unfair, partial and anything but objective in relation to the truth of the British Army’s behaviour in Derry in January 1972.  The complainant believes the interview was an affront to the sensitivities of the relatives of those innocent people shot dead that infamous day by General Jackson’s troops and an insult to the memory of those that died.  

Station’s Response:

RTÉ state that General Jackson was invited on to The Late Late Show to talk about his career in the British Army.  The production team responsible for the programme decided that in the time available, the area of most interest for the audience would be a comparison between the role of the British Army in Northern Ireland and in Iraq.  Pat Kenny remained objective and impartial at all times during the course of the interview.   Mr. McFaddan argues that because Pat Kenny did not ask General Jackson about the events around Bloody Sunday in Derry in 1972 that he failed to be impartial.  Had a decision been taken by the production team to talk about Bloody Sunday they felt there would not have been enough time to include recent events in Iraq and Afghanistan.  The team was of the view that the audience would be more interested in hearing General Jackson’s views about current conflicts than his view about events of thirty-five years earlier.

RTÉ does not accept that because General Jackson was not interviewed about the events of Bloody Sunday, when he was a relatively junior officer, that the overall interview could be judged as not being impartial.  RTÉ understands that Mr. McFaddan might have preferred if General Jackson had been interviewed about Bloody Sunday but does not accept that by not doing so, RTÉ was motivated to airbrush the British Army’s role in Derry some thirty-five years ago.  RTÉ state that it provided extensive coverage of Bloody Sunday over the years.   Their news programmes had reported consistently on both the principle inquiries of Widgery and Saville.  The very length of the Saville Inquiry has made on-going reporting very difficult.  The level of detail revealed by the Inquiry has made it all the more likely that any reference to events of 35 years ago, as part of an eleven minute interview, would be nothing more than tokenistic.  However, RTÉ has not neglected the Inquiry. As recently as February this year RTÉ commissioned and broadcast a feature length documentary on the Saville Inquiry called “Bloody Sunday – a Derry Diary” which followed the work of the Inquiry from the perspective of the families of victims of Bloody Sunday.  RTÉ therefore, rejects that the term whitewash is in any way appropriate. 

Decision of the Commission:
The Commission has considered the broadcast, the submissions made by the complainant and the broadcaster.  The Commission noted that the discussion in question covered the experiences of General Sir Mike Jackson who served for 45 years in the British Army and who had written a book about his army service.  In the introduction to the interview the presenter informed the viewer that: -

‘My next guest wasn’t afraid of much.  He oversaw his forces into Iraq.  He met with war criminals in Bosnia.  He led NATO into Kosovo.  His was with the British Army on Bloody Sunday.  He was in Warrenpoint ..........Decorated for bravery and distinguished service, he retired last year after four decades at the cutting edge of military life......’

In the course of the interview, the presenter asked questions to elicit information about the views and opinions of the General on wars and situations, drawing from his 45 years of experience.  For example, at the start of the interview the presenter asked if the General thought there were any comparisons between what troops faced in Northern Ireland in the past and in the current war in Iraq.  He questioned him about his views on the war in Iraq; ‘did you buy into WMD?’.  He asked him about American war policy and the stance taken by Britain.  He also asked him if he had any apprehensions about Iran or a resurgent Russia.  Towards the end of the interview, the presenter questioned whether a soldier ever gets used to seeing other soldiers die and whether such death helps a soldier to reflect on what he might be doing to other people.  It was clear from viewing the broadcast that the issues being discussed were general in nature and drew from the interviewee’s 45 years of army service.  Reference was made to his service in Northern Ireland and he was questioned on his time there, but not in specific terms about Bloody Sunday.  The Commission was of the view that the interview was based on how the General viewed war policy and conflicts having served over four decades in the British Army.  It was not about specific events and therefore, the broadcaster did not have to discuss Bloody Sunday.

A broadcaster has editorial independence and is entitled to make the choice of subject matter to be addressed.  In this broadcast, the broadcaster decided to discuss the issues of war and war strategies with General Sir Mike Jackson in light of his experience.  In doing so, the broadcaster was not obliged to address Bloody Sunday in detail.  What is important to the Commission is that the subject matter is covered in an objective manner.  In the opinion of the Commission, the presenter asked questions to elicit information from the interviewee on his views of war and governmental policy, in a fair and balanced manner.  There was no evidence of editorial bias in this broadcast.  The complaint was rejected with reference to Section 24(2)(a)(fairness, objectivity and impartiality in news & current affairs).
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