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Broadcasting Complaints Commission

Coimisidn um Ghearain Chraolachain





Complaint made by: Mr. John Fullerton   Ref: 107/05
	Station: 
 
	Programme:
  
	Date:

	RTÉ Radio 1 
	'News at One'
	7 June 2005


Complaint Summary:

Mr. Fullerton’s complaint under Section 24(2)(b)(taste & decency) refers to the coverage of the death of Mr. Seán Doherty on the lunchtime news on RTÉ Radio 1.  He believes that the introduction to the news, as read, was inappropriate with the man just two hours dead.  The term controversial was used in the intro.

The discussion which followed, by Seán O’Rourke, offended taste and decency.  Mr. O’Rourke seemed to treat the news item in an excitable manner – almost as an entertainment piece.  P.J. Mara pointed out the debate was inappropriate, but this was ignored by Mr. O’Rourke.  The programme editor did not seem to be in control and let the item run until the Regional News at 1.30 approximately.  Family members, relatives and friends of Mr. Doherty would not have been impressed with this item. 

Station’s Response:

RTÉ state that their Programme-Makers Code in its sections on Taste and Decency gives no guidance whatsoever on how broadcasters ought to behave in the immediate period after the death of a public figure.  The Taste and Decency section refers to the gratuitous giving of offence must be avoided.  It is RTÉ’s view that the programme broadcast on 7th June could not be described as gratuitous in any sense.  Mr. Seán Doherty had died.  He had been a controversial Minister for Justice.  In his political career, he had taken actions which led directly to the downfall of the Taoiseach of the day (Mr. Charles Haughey) and to the premature retirement of the two most senior police officers in the state.  Given his major significance in Irish politics, it would have been remiss of RTÉ not to deal extensively with his controversial career.  The most obvious time to do this was after the reporting of his death.

The issue raised by Mr. Fullerton in his complaint, that the programme was untimely coming so soon after Mr. Doherty’s death, was raised by one of the contributors, P.J. Mara, former Government Press Secretary, and responded to by the programme presenter Seán O’Rourke.  Seán O’Rourke made it clear that there was no intention to be disrespectful, but equally there was no point in making Mr. Doherty out to be a plaster saint.  All contributors were respectful towards Mr. Doherty’s memory and the feelings of his family.  RTÉ does not believe the programme could be judged to have infringed taste and decency guidelines.

Commission’s Decision:

The Broadcasting Complaints Commission rejected the complaint made by Mr. Fullerton.  The Commission was of the view that RTÉ did not infringe the taste and decency regulations of Section 24(2)(b) of the Broadcasting Act, 2001, pursuant to RTÉ's Programme Makers' Guidelines.  The Commission is cognisant of the concern a listener may have on hearing a discussion on the life of a person that has just passed away.  However, a discussion on the life of a well-known personality on his or her death is often included in programming.  There is no code or regulation to preclude broadcasters from doing such.  What is of importance to the Commission is the manner in which the broadcast is handled.  The programme recalled and discussed Mr. Doherty's political career, both the ups and the downs, in an informative and considerate way.  While the Commission can agree with the sentiment of the complaint, that broadcasters should always take care to avoid causing upset or distress, this broadcast treated the death of Mr. Seán Doherty responsibly and with appropriate sensitivity.  The tone of the broadcast was at all times respectful and serious.  The Commission was of the view that it is desirable that matters of this nature be handled sensitively and due consideration be given to the timing of the discussion.  The complaint was rejected.
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