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Broadcasting Complaints Commission

Coimisidn um Ghearain Chraolachain





Complaint made by: Pfizer Healthcare Ireland                   Ref. No.  137/07
	Station: 
 
	Programme:
  
	Date:

	RTÉ Radio 1
	Marian Finucane Show
	7 April 2007


Complaint Summary:

Mr. Shanahan’s complaint, submitted under Section 24(2)(a)(impartiality), refers to an interview on the Marian Finucane Show broadcast on 7 April 2007.  The interview was with an author of a book entitled “Food is Better Medicine than Drugs”.  

Mr. Shanahan is the managing director of Pfizer Healthcare Ireland and objects to the lack of balance in the interview.  The complainant states that during the interview Patrick Holford rubbished the clinical evidence which supports statins as effective cholesterol-lowering medicine.  He particularly mentioned “Lipitor” (Atorvastatin) which is the largest selling and most tested pharmaceutical drug in the world, manufactured by Pfizer.

The interview lasted for 30 minutes and Mr. Holford spent the majority of the time attempting to convince the listening public that nutrition was a faster and easier way to control cholesterol.  The complainant states that Mr. Holford was allowed free rein on his assertions and continuously attacked the proven clinical evidence of Lipitor with throw-away remarks.  He consistently referred to “evidence”, “proven facts” in making his case.  He also claimed that evidence for statins reducing heart attacks is poor.  It was submitted that Mr. Holford was allowed reference his own case studies as evidence without challenge from the interviewer.  The complainant believes that where the interviewer assumes the role of devil’s advocate, he/she should be far more challenging of the controversial material being discussed.

Mr. Shanahan states that the interview created uncertainty for patients which could have been addressed had Pfizer or a qualified medical doctor been part of the discussion.  The complainant believes that because no other views were expressed, this interview was partial to Mr. Holford’s views and his book.

Station’s Response: 

RTÉ state that the interview was conducted by Áine Lawlor who had replaced the regular presenter of the show.  Mr. Holford was interviewed regarding a new book he had written “Food is Better Medicine than Drugs”.  Mr. Holford in his book argues that cholesterol reducing prescription medicines are not as effective as vitamin supplements and diet in treating heart disease.  

It is RTÉ’s view that the interview was entirely impartial and that there was no breach of statutory obligation.  The presenter regularly challenged Mr. Holford and gave no expression of her own views.  Mr. Holford was challenged in relation to the field research which he contended substantiated his claims and was also challenged on his relationship with vitamin manufacturers.   It was a rigorous interview, one in which the presenter repeatedly challenged the interviewee, Mr. Holford.  RTÉ believe that there is no obligation to “balance” an author by broadcasting a debate.  It is sufficient to thoroughly interview an author of controversial views.  At the end of the interview the listener would have been able to decide on Mr. Holford’s claims objectively.

Decision of the Commission:  
The Commission has considered the broadcast, the submissions made by the complainant and the broadcaster.  The Commission noted that interviews based on the publication of a book are regular features in broadcast programming.  The author of a recently published book is invited on a show to talk about his/her book.  The interview complained of concerned a discussion with the author of a book relating to food and drugs, Mr.  Patrick Holford.

The Commission noted that the listener was made aware of the author’s background at the commencement, and throughout the interview.  In the introduction the presenter stated that Mr. Holford had published a book entitled ‘Food is Better Medicine than Drugs’.  The opening question included; ‘Now your views are hugely popular and to many people as well, controversial...’.  Other questions posed by the presenter included: - 

Presenter: ‘But you’re not a biochemist?’
Mr. Holford: ‘I’m a nutritionist and a psychologist.  I came into this field 30 years ago....’
Presenter: ‘There is a public interest in the kind of thing you’re saying......But there is a lot of scepticism in the medical profession about the message that people are getting from, you know, people like you.’ 

The presenter also challenged the claims concerning vitamin supplements; ‘....a big survey, a 30 year follow-up study of nearly a 11,000 participants in America, found that cancer and overall mortality was similar between those who were regular users of vitamin supplements and those who weren’t.  So if it was all that good for you, you’d expect it to show wouldn’t you in incidents of cancer and mortality rates?’  She also posed a question about the danger of vitamins. 

The presenter also asked him was he promoting any ‘particular brands, pills or anything like that?’   

Presenter: ‘And you’re not promoting any particular brands, pills or anything like that?’
Mr. Holford: ‘Well, have you heard me say that?’
Presenter: ‘No, I was just qualifying that.’
Mr. Holford: ‘No, I personally have formulated for some companies some products.’
Presenter: ‘Oh, so you are associated with particular products, are you?’
Mr. Holford: ‘Yes..if I ever formulate a product it’s for a company, I always insist that the company says that it is formulated by me in the way you buy a book it’s got my name on it..........’
The Commission noted that the interviewee referred to Lipitor in the course of discussing statins.  However, on listening to the piece, it was evident that statins were the basis of the discussion and not Lipitor.  Lipitor was mentioned by the interviewee as an example of a statin drug: -  

‘.....so then along come these drugs, like Lipitor, statin drugs which block the body’s ability to make this vital stuff cholesterol....... .’

The complainant submits that Mr. Holford ‘went so far as to assert that the “evidence for statins reducing heart attacks is poor, even non-existent”’.  The Commission noted that Mr. Holford did state this in the course of the interview.  It was in the context of the risk of heart disease for women.  The complainant states that this comment was inaccurate and should have been vigorously challenged.  The Commission was of the view that the statement had to be taken in context of the whole broadcast and could not in itself determine the balance or otherwise of the broadcast.  The complainant also submits that Mr. Holford attacked the ‘proven clinical evidence of Lipitor continuously’.  On hearing the broadcast item, the Commission was of the view that this was not the case.  While it was clear that Mr. Holford was not a proponent of statins, including Lipitor, he did state that they had a role.  The presenter also challenged Mr. Holford’s opinion on statins.  For example, the presenter asked him: -

Presenter: ‘So are you saying people would be better off chucking their medications that were prescribed by a doctor like Lipitor out the window and taking vitamins instead?’
Mr. Holford: ‘Well the first thing is I don’t recommend that anyone throws away their medicine.  It’s not necessary to do that.’  

Another example was:

Presenter: ‘On the other hand, it’s also in your interest to promote vitamins.  It’s the area you’re involved in.  You mentioned 40 studies for vitamin B3, but I mean Lipitor – you’ve been fairly critical of – that’s been, there’s been 400 trials for Lipitor involving nearly more than 80,000 patients; the most prescribed cholesterol lowering therapy in the world with nearly a 100 million patient years of experience..........you seem to be questioning the effectiveness of a medicine that’s prescribed by doctors to, as you say, 200,000 Irish people out there, are getting the prescription for this.  Isn’t that a bit risky, is that a bit dangerous?’

Mr. Holford: ‘Well I don’t think so because if you look at the studies on Lipitor I’m only repeating what those studies say.  I haven’t said they don’t work.  They do work when you’ve had heart attacks...........So I’m not really denying anything that’s been said in the actual research, about these drugs, I’m simply trying to also put on the map the nutritional research and in some cases drugs work better than nutrients and in some cases nutrients work better than drugs’.   

In assessing this complaint, the Commission had to consider such references in the context of the interview in its entirety.  In the opinion of the Commission, the presenter did facilitate a fair and balanced discussion.  She clearly informed the viewer of Mr. Holford’s background and challenged his views and opinions.  Given that statins were being discussed, the Commission is of the view that Lipitor was mentioned as it is the most prescribed statin drug.  The listener was aware that Mr. Holford’s opinions were such - his opinions.  The presenter stated that his views were controversial and also, that he ‘was a big proponent of taking vitamins..’.  The listener was sufficiently informed of Mr. Holford’s background.  The presenter challenged his views and informed listeners of the studies and reported benefits of statins.  At the outset, the grounds for the discussion were set:

Presenter: ‘We’re going to talk about health, avoiding heart attacks, strokes, taking vitamins...........statin drugs block the production of cholesterol. They’re being regarded as a hugely significant new medicine.  They are very widely prescribed now as part of the campaign to prevent heart disease and reduce cholesterol.  And we’re going to talk about statin drugs and vitamins now with Partick Holford, who’s founder of the Institute for Optimum Nutrition and the author of the book ‘Food is Better Medicine Than Drugs’. 

The presenter informed the listener of the reported benefits of statins and also, their prominence worldwide.  She also challenged the opinions and views expressed by Mr. Holford.  Given the nature of the interview, being one concerning a book review, and the manner of presentation, the Commission was of the view that the broadcaster was not obliged to invite a representative of the pharmaceutical industry to participate in the programme.  In the opinion of the Commission, the interview was conducted in a fair and impartial manner.  The complaint was rejected with reference to Section 24(2)(a)(impartiality).       
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