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Broadcasting Complaints Commission

Coimisidn um Ghearain Chraolachain





Complaint made by: Mrs. Martina McKenna                        Ref. No.151/07
	Station: 
 
	Programme:
  
	Date:

	RTÉ One
	Prime Time
	18 May 2007


Request for Anonymity:

The complainant has requested that her name not be made public.  She submits that her family is in employment where their known political affiliations could adversely affect their careers and compromise them.  She states that if her name is made public she could not proceed with the complaint. 

Complaint Summary:

Mrs. McKenna’s complaint, submitted under Section 24(2)(a)(impartiality) of the Broadcasting Act 2001, refers to a debate on the Prime Time programme of 18 May 2007.  The debate between the Taoiseach, Bertie Ahern and Enda Kenny TD leader of Fine Gael was chaired by Miriam O’Callaghan.

The complainant states that it was inappropriate that the debate was chaired by Miriam O’Callaghan as her brother was standing in the General Election for the Fianna Fáil party.  Mrs. McKenna states that she was uncomfortable throughout the debate as she was aware of the Fianna Fáil affiliations.  The complainant submits that Miriam O’Callaghan should have stood aside in favour of a recognisable impartial chairperson on this occasion. Furthermore, she states that the public should never be put in a position to doubt the impartiality of the producers of Prime Time.  The chairperson should not only be impartial but should be seen to be impartial.  The complainant submits that the interview was not impartial as the chairperson had a familial interest in the Fianna Fáil party.   

Station’s Response: 

RTÉ state that in the days following the debate there were scores of newspaper articles and radio chat shows dedicated to analysing the debate. No criticism was made by commentators or contributors to the manner in which Miriam O’Callaghan chaired the debate.  An additional confirmation that the programme had been fair can be found in the reaction of the Fine Gael party to the debate. In every election campaign RTÉ puts in place an Election Steering Group.  As part of ensuring that RTÉ’s coverage of the election is fair a conduit is opened between RTÉ and the political parties whereby the parties can make representations to RTÉ if they feel that any aspect of RTÉ’s coverage of the campaign has disadvantaged them.  Fine Gael availed of this mechanism to make their views known on a number of issues relating to RTÉ’s coverage of the three week campaign.  Significantly in this instance Fine Gael did not make any observations to RTÉ about the manner in which the debate was conducted.  It is not unreasonable to assume, therefore, that this absence of representation from Fine Gael would confirm their satisfaction with the presentation of the debate by Miriam O’Callaghan. 

Decision of the Commission:  
The Commission has considered the material submitted by the complainant and the broadcaster.  The Commission noted that the substance of this complaint relates to a familial connection of the presenter.  It does not relate to the actual content of the broadcast or how it was presented.  The fact that the presenter’s brother was running for election is not relevant under Section 24(2)(a)(impartiality).  It is only the broadcast content that can be assessed under this legislation.  Therefore, the Commission is of opinion that the complaint is not admissible under Section 24 (2) (a) (impartiality).
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