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Broadcasting Complaints Commission

Coimisidn um Ghearain Chraolachain





Complaint made by:  Ms. Sandra Harris                                      Ref. No. 316/09
	Station:
	Programme:
	Date:

	FM104
	Adrian Kennedy Phone Show
	1 April 2009


Complaint Summary:

Ms. Harris’ complaint, submitted under Section 24(2)(a)(fairness, objectivity and impartiality in current affairs), refers to a topic discussed in relation to whether single mothers should be forced to put fathers’ names on their children’s birth certificates. The presenter, Adrian Kennedy, stated that he did not think single mothers should be allowed to leave their children’s fathers names off the birth certs out of spite, anger, malice, etc.  He allowed two male callers to call for benefits to be denied such women.  In fact, women are not allowed to put down anyone’s details but their own and their children’s.  If a father wishes to be named, he must attend the register office himself with the child’s mother or provide the mother with a sworn statement acknowledging paternity.  Fathers are responsible for their own end of things.  Women are committing no crime or even doing anything wrong or “spiteful” by putting down their own and their newborn’s details. 

Ms. Harris states that she found the topic poorly researched and offensive to single mothers.  The presenter appeared to be poorly informed when he spoke repeatedly of women “punishing” men out of spite and he did not contradict the two male callers when they spoke of “punishing” women with loss of benefits if they do not name fathers on the birth certs – they cannot do so without the full co-operation of the fathers in the first place.  The complainant claims that Adrian Kennedy did not present a balanced and impartial view of the issue.

Station’s Response:
FM104 states that this discussion followed a story which appeared in the news that day stating that the government was considering a move to ensure fathers names appear on birth certificates of newborn babies.  

Ms. Harris, in her complaint, refers to callers on air with the opinion that women who refuse to put the fathers’ names on the birth certs should be denied benefits.  Given that this is a phone-in show, it is not uncommon for controversial opinions to be aired.  Controversial opinions are often aired but never go unchallenged whether by the host himself or other callers.  Ms. Harris was also given the chance to call in and argue her point. She chose not to do so.

The programme is long-established and relies on the personal views of the callers to the programme.  A regular listener would expect controversial comments to be made during such a discussion.  The format of such a show is that callers often make comments which may cause offence.  Ms. Harris states that the host, Adrian Kennedy, spoke about some women punishing men by not putting their names on the birth cert.  Mr. Kennedy believes this to be true in some cases.  This was the opinion of the host and again was open to debate with callers.

FM104 states that during every discussion on the show, it tries to provide a balanced approach putting both sides of the argument on air.  If this was not done, it would soon become one-sided and monotonous.

Decision of Commission:

The Commission has considered the broadcast, the submissions made by the complainant and the broadcaster.  The discussion in question was about a newspaper report that the government was considering introducing legislation that would oblige single mothers to put the name of the father of their child on the birth-certificate.  The presenter informed the listener that the law in England had recently changed in this regard.  The Commission noted that there were a number of callers to the show, both for and against the proposal. The Commission also noted that the presenter asked all the callers to the show if the ‘father’s name should be on the birth-certificate?’  

In assessing this complaint, the Commission had to consider if the subject matter was presented in a fair and impartial manner.  The Commission also had to have regard to the type of programme and the audience expectation.  The Adrian Kennedy Phone Show is a late night talk show.  The show has been on-air for many years and the content of the show on 1 April, which is the subject of this complaint, was typical of the style and format that a regular listener would expect.  The Commission noted that the presenter ensured that the tone and manner of the discussion were at all times moderate and fair.  All callers were afforded the opportunity to express opinions, which were then either challenged by the presenter and/or other callers.  The complainant refers to two male callers stating that benefits should be denied to single mothers who refuse to put the father’s name down.  Such opinionated contributions are a regular feature of the show.  The Commission noted that such contributions were challenged by either the presenter and/or other callers.  

The two contributions had to be considered in the context of the entire debate.  The programme is long-established and relies to a large extent on the personal views of the callers to the programme.  A regular listener would expect controversial and divisive discussions on the show.  The format of such talkback radio is that callers often display prejudice which may cause offence to some listeners.  The Commission noted that the majority of the contributions, both those for and against the proposal, were strong and provocative.  This included the contributions from single mothers during the programme.  The Commission noted that single mothers were given ample time to express their opinions and views and to counter those expressed by others.  This included ‘Sarah’ who refused to put the father’s name on the birth-certificate because he did not attend the birth.  Another who had six children with one man refused to put his name on any of the birth-certificates because she claimed he became abusive.  The Commission also noted the contribution from ‘Celena’ who challenged the views and manner of contribution of one of the male callers.  While she stated that she agreed in principle with what he was saying, she stated that he should ‘say it in a bit more respectful manner’.  
On hearing this broadcast, the Commission was of the view that the subject matter was treated fairly.  There were a number of contributors on both sides of the debate and all were given ample time to express their opinions and challenge those of others.  Also, in the course of the broadcast a number of texts were read out both in support and against the proposal.  Further, throughout the discussion and content of texts, there were numerous references to the rights of the child.  Also, it was stated on a number of occasions that the requirements for both parents should be the same; both names should automatically be entered on the birth-certificate.  No-one should have the automatic right to decide what names appear on the child’s birth-certificate; neither the mother nor the father, that it should be taken out of the hands of both single parents.

The Commission also noted that it was clearly stated in the broadcast that both parents have to sign forms for the birth-certificate at the relevant registry office.  It was not stated that the mother could append the father’s details.  It was evident that the issue was that a single mother can refuse to permit the father’s name on the birth-certificate.  This is a right that she has and this programme addressed the issue of whether this should be changed.  The Commission found that the programme dealt with this subject matter in a moderate and fair manner throughout.  On listening to the entire programme, the Commission was of the view that this broadcast could not have been considered unfair to single mothers.  The complaint was rejected with regard to Sections 24(a) fairness, objectivity and impartiality.
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