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Broadcasting Complaints Commission

Coimisidn um Ghearain Chraolachain





Complaints made by: Mr. Brendan Price  

      Ref. No. 172/06 & 173/06
	Station: 
 
	Programme:
  
	Date:

	RTÉ Radio 1
	Mooney Goes Wild
	15 July 2006

22 July 2006


Complaint Summary:

Mr. Price's complaints, under Sections 24(2)(a)(impartiality), (b)(law & order), (c)(privacy) and (f)(slander) of the Broadcasting Act 2001, relates to discussions on the Zoo and wild life during two broadcasts of the series Mooney Goes Wild on RTÉ Radio 1.  On the 15 July, the complainant submits that in honoured tradition the programme gave Dublin Zoo a lengthy promotion and interview for the 'happy' event of breeding a few clouded leopards (about time he'd say!).  Then as almost an afterthought, following on from the media feeding frenzy of the week about the young woman, mauled by the tiger, they (R.C. excepted, made timid reference to [our] role in shaping people's perceptions of wildlife) passed comment and judgement on the young victim.  The young woman throughout the week had been condemned by the media (not least by RTÉ).  As this programme and its 'esteemed wildlife experts' took the same line, knowing the Zoo's history and failing to question the absence of safeguards and checks, the adequacy of security and lack of accountability.  They followed the popular line, deriding, condemning and dismissing the victim summarily (and I'm not condoning or dealing with trespass or anti-social behaviour).  It is the wildlife professional's job to protect animals from people and people from animals, and any responsible manager accepts that.  All that failed in Dublin Zoo on the day and that poor woman's life was changed forever.  There are no defences – there is a little wooden gate, at the end of an alluring leafy path, through which the tigers could be seen, as the sunlight fell across them.  There was a handrail, a high buffer fence and there was wide mesh fencing around the enclosure itself and there apparently was not a keeper in sight!! A six-year-old could have breached it.  So these romantics (maybe slightly intoxicated) people breached the simple boundaries, without intervention, with appalling results and the knee jerk reaction is to defend the zoo (with €25m of public money and still without independent monitoring committee).  And blame the victims!  This is a gross infringement of almost every standard of ethical broadcasting by the morality police on the Mooney show.  The girl's priest asked for privacy; the experts failed to investigate or comment impartially; the facts were misrepresented and decency at least should have suspended the triumphalist P.R. item for the Zoo.  The Zoo people, of which I was one, are more responsible than that and will accept their role and investigate – they are also more sensitive than RTÉ.  Among the objectives and brief of the Independent Monitoring Committee (a pre-condition of the money, promise of the Taoiseach etc.), still not delivered, were welfare audits, safety audits, and financial audits.  Mooney's panel know full well the lack of accountability and transparency in Dublin Zoo and the captive wildlife game – they know the many other incidents (recently shot rhino, shot cheetah, escaped & escaping hippo, dead on tennis ball etc.).  And that these continue unchecked in the absence of independent monitoring.  I wonder was the tiger in question, the one they got a good programme out of with a dental operation, made necessary by years of biting bars???  And so little comment or sympathy for this poor girl! 

The following week, the spin off discussion on human wildlife interaction and ecotourism continued with the hugely as ever misinformed Éanna Ní Lamhna in 'a discussion' about walking with lions proclaimed imperiously we don't care (give a damn or words to that effect!)  about the people, we just care about the animals!! Regretfully this speaks volumes about their knowledge and callous attitude to both wildlife and people, the dangers of their misinformed comments and interventions on wildlife/human interactions and conflict and the dangers they pose to both by cultivating popular misconceptions.  They are afraid to face debate or discussion and censor all contradiction.  They owe that woman and her family an apology for their judgemental, cavalier treatment and the Zoo and the public the same for misdirecting meaningful discussion or investigation.  This censorship prevents me from doing my job, informing the public (and I must now add this girl to list of casualties, including Galway man with no arms arising from similar incident with a circus etc.) and sustains self policing by Zoo et al.

Station Response:

RTÉ submits that this broadcast was presented by Aonghus McAnally as the regular presenter Derek Mooney was on leave.  It featured a report on Dublin Zoo by Terry Flanagan on the birth of two snow leopards.  The report was mostly an interview with the leopard's keeper, who gave an account of the pregnancy and birth of the snow leopards.  This was followed by a brief studio discussion which dealt with the hazardous situation faced by snow leopards in the wild and the conservation programme being undertaken by zoos attempting to preserve the endangered species.  The whole item lasted some ten minutes.

There was a brief reference to the incident in Dublin Zoo where a member of the public climbed over a security fence and was badly mauled.  One of the panellists mentioned the 'terrible tragic accident that happened in the zoo'.  This was followed by a brief discussion where the requirement to 'respect nature' was stressed.  There was no discussion about the level of security in the zoo for members of the public.  It simply wasn't discussed.  RTÉ cannot see how this brief reference to the incident can in any way have breached any requirement in regard to impartiality, law and order, etc.

The evidence of the programme as broadcast does not sustain the complaints in any way.

With reference to the broadcast on 22 July 2006, the opening item on the programme was a responsible discussion about safaris in Zimbabwe and projects to return lions bred in captivity to the wild.  The discussion ranged around the well-being of the animals, their dignity, the revenue raised from western tourists visiting the area to observe lions in the wild.  Views were expressed in favour of the projects and against the projects.  It was a balanced and fair discussion.

Mr. Price's complaint entirely lacks any merit.  He is perfectly entitled to campaign against the incarceration of wild animals.  But this persistent criticism of the Mooney Goes Wild programme is simply misconceived to use a popular and responsible programme on wild life to further his campaign.

Decision of the Commission:  

The Commission has considered the broadcasts, the submissions made by the complainant and the broadcaster.  The Commission noted that the first programme broadcast on 15 July included a discussion about the birth of two snow-leopards in Dublin Zoo.  The discussion was factual in nature, informative and of public interest.  It was not a discussion on captivity or on the pros and cons of zoos.  The broadcast item covered the birth of two-snow leopards, during which the interviewer asked the zoo keeper various questions about the event and its importance.  In the opinion of the Commission questions were asked to elicit information about the event.  At the end of the discussion the presenter said that given the topic of the discussion, i.e. snow-leopards, 'we can't ignore the terrible tragedy that happened in Dublin Zoo during the week'.  The panellists commented briefly, with the main message being you should not go near wild animals.  The Members were of the opinion that the programme addressed the issue responsibly and with due impartiality.  There was no evidence of editorial bias in the course of this broadcast.  In relation to the second broadcast, 22 July, the Commission was of the opinion that there was also no evidence of editorial bias.  The discussion on safaris in Africa was fair and impartial, with both the pros and cons of safaris being addressed.  The Commission could not find any evidence of the issues of complaint as submitted by the complainant.  These complaints were rejected with reference to Section 24(2)(a)(impartiality) of the Broadcasting Act 2001.

With reference to Section 24(2)(b)(law & order), the Commission could find no evidence of any content in these broadcasts, which would incite to crime or undermine the authority of the state.  In relation to (c)(privacy) and (f)(slander), the complainant was never mentioned in the course of the programmes nor was there any evidence of an assertion which constituted an attack on the honour or reputation of any individual.  Therefore, these categories do not apply to the complaint as submitted.
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