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Broadcasting Complaints Commission

Coimisidn um Ghearain Chraolachain





Complaint made by: Ms. Barbara O'Keeffe 

                Ref. No. 155/06
	Station: 
 
	Programme:
  
	Date:

	RTÉ Radio 1
	Tonight with Vincent Browne
	26 June 2006


Complaint Summary:

Ms. O'Keeffe's complaint, under Section 24(2)(a)(impartiality) of the Broadcasting Act 2001, relates to a discussion with Mr. Kevin Blaney on a broadcast of the Tonight with Vincent Browne programme on 26 June 2006.  The complainant submits that Mr. Blaney stated that he wanted to relate some facts relating to Mr. Jim Gibbons at the time of the Arms Crisis.  Mr. Blaney accused Mr. Gibbons of participation in some plot and of perjury.  This opinion was unchallenged by the presenter.  Mr. Browne also allowed Mr. Blaney's remark that the arms importation was authorised by the Minister of Defence, Mr. Gibbons, to go unchallenged.  She also submits that the presenter's own comments added to the imbalance of the programme.  This was an unbalanced and unfair broadcast on the grounds that: -

1. there was no effort on the part of the programme presenter to introduce or acknowledge the possibility of any alternate view;

2. there was no effort on the part of the programme presenter to question the statements described as facts; and

3. there was no effort to emphasise that these statements were personal opinions.

Station Response:

RTÉ states that the principal guest on the Tonight with Vincent Browne programme on 26 June 2006 was Harry Boland, son of the former Government Minister Gerry Boland and nephew of Harry Boland who was killed during the Civil War.  Also present in the studio were two historians Kieran Allen and Patrick Cooney.  Most of the programme was devoted to an interview with Harry Boland in which he recounted his family's involvement in the Civil War, his father's excommunication from the Catholic Church, his father's role in sanctioning internment and execution of Republicans during the Emergency and his own relationship with Charles J Haughey at school, in university and subsequently in business and his views on the Arms Crisis of 1970.

Towards the end of the programme, the production team received a phone call from Kevin Blaney, son of the former Government Minister Neil Blaney who was removed from the cabinet during the Arms Crisis.  Mr. Blaney said that he wanted to correct something said on the programme and he was put through to air with less than three minutes of discussion remaining.  Mr. Blaney said something along the following lines; 'Vincent, around that time I was in Dáil Éireann around the happenings during the Arms Crisis.  Mr. Gibbons went to see the Taoiseach Jack Lynch.  Lynch did a deal with Gibbons.  They met in Garville Avenue (Jack Lynch's house).  Gibbons needed a witness, he didn't trust Jack Lynch.  That witness was George Colley.  That's where the plot was born.  Gibbons committed perjury at the behest of the Taoiseach……'

At this point the programme presenter Vincent Browne intervened to say 'I'm glad they're all dead now, because we'd be in big trouble if they weren't.  Jim Gibbons might not have told the whole truth at the Arms Trial, but he wasn't the only one.'  Mr. Blaney then went onto talk about Charles J Haughey also not telling the truth about what he knew.

RTÉ regrets that the programme has upset Ms. O'Keeffe.  They do not however believe that the programme failed to be impartial.  The programme did not set out to present listeners with a definitive view of the Arms Crisis.  Rather it was primarily a lengthy interview with one person recalling his own understanding and observations.  The intervention of Mr. Blaney was incidental rather than central to the discussion and was quite accidental to the central purpose of the programme.  The programme presenter clearly acknowledged Mr. Blaney's remark was controversial and by implication contestable.  But in the context of the limited amount of time remaining in the programme and the fact that the issue of Mr. Gibbons' role in the importation of arms in 1970 was tangential to the central purpose of the programme Mr. Browne did not feel the need to interrogate Mr. Blaney.  Mr. Browne's remark about being relieved the principals were dead was an indication to listeners that Mr. Blaney's statement was a controversial one and one which in other circumstances would warrant a debate and challenge.  However, with less than two minutes to go in the programme all that Mr. Browne could do was to signal the controversial nature of Mr. Blaney's remark and leave the matter there.

The programme dealt with a controversial event that occurred over 35 years ago.  Surely it is not necessary on every occasion to present alternative views of what are now historical events.  The public's perception of those events is based on an accumulation of knowledge built up as a result of many references in print, in radio and on television.  To conclude RTÉ does not believe the programme was unfair to the family of the late Mr. Gibbons and does not believe it failed the impartiality requirement.

Decision of the Commission:  

The Commission has considered the broadcast, the submissions made by the complainant and the broadcaster.  The Commission noted that this complaint relates to a phone call made near the end of a broadcast of the Tonight with Vincent Browne programme.  The main content of the programme that night was an interview with Mr. Harry Boland, which included discussing historical events as he remembered them including the Arms Crisis.  

The caller to the programme was introduced by the presenter as Mr. Kevin Blaney, son of the former Government Minister Mr. Neil Blaney.  He also stated that Mr. Blaney was telephoning to correct a statement of fact made in the course of the discussion in the programme that night.  Mr. Blaney then put forward his personal opinion on issues relating to the Arms Crisis in 1970.  On hearing the item, it was evident that the views expressed were those of Mr. Blaney.  The Commission also noted that the presenter re-acted to the statement and informed listeners that Mr. Blaney's comments could be considered controversial.  In the context of a live discussion, and the fact that presenter did re-act to the call, a call which was close to the end of the programme, the Commission is of the opinion that there was no evidence of editorial bias in this broadcast.  Both Mr. Boland and Mr. Blaney are known to have personal family connections to people that were involved in the Arms Crisis.  Listeners are likely to be aware that their views would be influenced by these family connections, and subsequently, by their own related experiences.  The presenter also identified who they were i.e. listeners were made aware of the personal experiences and background of Mr. Boland and Mr. Blaney.

In assessing this complaint, the Commission had to take the phone call to the programme in the context of the broadcast as a whole.  It was clearly stated by the presenter that the caller had taken issue with something that was said in the course of the discussion on the programme that night.  The caller was put on-air and he gave his opinion, which the presenter immediately acknowledged as controversial.  Taken in the context of the subject matter and the format of the programme, the phone call itself could not determine bias.  This programme was presented in a fair and balanced manner, with no evidence of editorial bias.  The complaint was rejected with regard to Section 24(2)(a)(impartiality) of the Broadcasting Act 2001.
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