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Broadcasting Complaints Commission

Coimisidn um Ghearain Chraolachain





Complaint made by:  Mr. Séamus Leonard                           Ref. No. 308/08
	Station: 
 
	Programme:
  
	Date:

	2FM
	Gerry Ryan Show
	2 September  2008


Complaint Summary:

Mr. Leonard’s complaint is submitted under Section 24(2)(a)(fairness, objectivity and impartiality in current affairs).  The complainant states that this show featured an item on the wearing of the Hijab by Muslim girls in school.  In an online poll, the presenter, Mr. Ryan, claimed that 80% of pollsters voted that girls should not be allowed wear the Hijab to school.  However, the complainant states that other than asking some listeners who phoned into the programme about another item, what their views were on the wearing of the Hijab in non-religious schools, all, bar one who is married to a Muslim, were in favour. Mr. Leonard believes there was a distinct lack of balance in the programme.  No one was asked to discuss the issues around why 80% of the pollsters voted against the wearing of the Hijab.

Station’s Response:

RTÉ states that on the programme on 2 September listeners were asked to text their views on a subject which had been raised earlier in the summer and was still being discussed.  The subject was the call for guidance for school authorities on whether or not female Muslim pupils in State Schools should be permitted to wear the Hijab.  Listeners were asked for their views on the question “should girls be allowed to wear the Hijab to school?”  

Over the course of the programme the presenter gave listeners the results of the poll and spoke about the issue to a number of callers.  Mr. Ryan also informed listeners of his own views and said he had originally started off with the view that the Hijab should not be allowed as he saw it as a symbol of the oppression of female Muslims.  However, his view had changed to a position where he felt that it was better that Muslim girls should be permitted to wear the Hijab as any other policy would only tend to alienate the Muslim community.  He prefaced his remarks by saying that they were personal and only his and that they were not shared by 80% of those who texted the programme.

Mr. Leonard complains that the majority of listeners whose calls were put through to the programme seemed to take the opposite view to that of the majority of those texting the programme in that they appeared to favour Muslim female pupils being allowed to wear their Hijab.  Mr. Leonard is therefore alleging that the programme was not impartial.  RTÉ rejects that view and states that at no stage during the programme did RTÉ ever claim that the poll represented anything more than the views of those that texted the programme.  There is no scientific basis whatsoever to sustain an argument that the text poll represents society as a whole.  RTÉ knows nothing about the demographic nature of those who text and are aware that the sample may be entirely unrepresentative of the population as a whole.  Furthermore RTÉ is aware of the possibility of manipulation of text poll by lobby groups.  The only value of the poll therefore is to tee up a discussion.

Some of the contributors to the programme were questioned by the presenter who on occasion acted as devil’s advocate and put contrary arguments to those held by the contributors and on other occasions simply listened to what was said.  Regular listeners are aware that the presenter looks for some personal experiences from contributors rather than treating them as impartial commentators on the matter under discussion.

RTÉ rejects Mr. Leonard’s argument, that for the programme to be impartial and objective, the views of those listeners who were put on air should have reflected the views of those contributing to the poll, is flawed. This assumes that RTÉ has placed an empirical value on the poll result and that there is a mechanistic means of reflecting that value in the choice of contributors.

Decision of Commission:

The Commission has considered the broadcast, the submissions of the complainant and the broadcaster.  The complaint concerns a poll conducted during the ‘Gerry Ryan Show’ on 2 September 2008.  The Commission noted that the poll was interspersed throughout the programme with two other main topics.  There were also two substantial interviews with a mind-mapping expert and a Hollywood actor.  The presenter opened the programme by informing listeners that he had read an article in a daily newspaper that morning which detailed a request from a school to the Minister for Education for guidance on the issue of Muslim girls wearing the hijab to school.  He asked listeners to text either yes or no to the question: ‘Should Muslim girls be allowed to wear the hijab to school?’.  
In the course of the programme, the presenter reminded listeners of the ‘Ryanline online poll’ concerning the wearing of the hijab in school and that it was open for listeners to vote either ‘Y’ for Yes or ‘N’ for No.  He also kept them informed of the running percentage of votes already received.  The Commission noted that only four callers to the programme rang specifically about this issue.  The majority of callers rang to express opinion on either the introduction of mobile phone usage in aeroplanes or the cost of Debs.  The presenter asked a few of these callers for their opinion on the hijab, either yes or no.  He also read out a number of texts from callers on the issue throughout the show.  It was evident from early on that the poll result would reflect little support for the permitting of the wearing of the hijab in school.  On foot of this outcome, the presenter discussed the issue with four callers towards the end of the programme.  It was evident that three of the callers had contacted the programme because they were surprised by the result, which was 79% against.  The penultimate caller was a Muslim man from Pakistan now living in Ireland.  The presenter asked him to ‘explain the significance of the hijab’ and if its wearing was not permitted, what impact would that have on a Muslim.  The last caller, who was married to a Muslim, was against schools catering for any religion, including the wearing of the hijab.  In the course of these calls, the presenter asked questions to elicit information on their views and opinions.  The Commission noted that the views and opinions expressed were explored and challenged by the presenter.  For example, 

Caller ‘Michelle’: ‘it was a bit of an ignorant response’.  

Presenter: ‘Let me ask you to reply to this and I’m playing the devil’s advocate, don’t shoot the messenger, lots of people texting in and saying this is predominantly a Christian country.  We are attempting to include and integrate other faiths and other cultures.  In other Muslim countries Christian children would not under any circumstances be allowed identify icons or indications of their faith such as the crucifix’.

The Commission acknowledges that listener polls are a regular feature in broadcasting.  In this programme, the presenter informed the listeners of the context for the poll and he updated them on the vote as it progressed through the programme.  He did ask callers, who had called in about other issues, what their opinion was on the wearing of the hijab in schools.  However, he did not discuss the issue with them; he just asked them to respond yes or no.  The Commission noted that there was a mixed response from such callers contrary to the submission of the complainant.   

That the overall poll was negative could not determine bias.  It simply reflected the ‘y’ or ‘n’ opinions of the listeners who responded to the poll.  Listeners were not asked to submit the reasons why, just simply either ‘y’ or ‘n’ by text.  Therefore, the submission by the complainant that no one was asked to discuss the issues around why 80% of the pollsters voted no is not relevant to the programme as broadcast.    However, in the course of the broadcast the presenter did read out texts from listeners which detailed why they were opposed to the permitting of the wearing of the hijab in schools.  There was no evidence of impartiality in the poll conducted during the programme.
With regard to the discussion towards the end of the programme, both sides of the issue were treated fairly.  While the presenter may have expressed opinion, when taken in the context of the whole discussion, the subject matter was treated in a balanced and fair manner.  The presenter explored and challenged the views of each of the callers and ensured that both sides of the issue were given a fair hearing.  

When the broadcast is taken as a whole, including the poll, the numerous texts read out in the course of the broadcast and the discussion towards the end of the programme, there was no evidence of impartiality or editorial bias in this broadcast.  The complaint was rejected with regard to Section 24(2)(a)(fairness, objectivity and impartiality in current affairs). 
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