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Broadcasting Complaints Commission

Coimisidn um Ghearain Chraolachain





Complaint made by: Mr. Andrew McGrath  Ref. No. 118/06
	Station: 
 
	Programme:
  
	Date:

	RTÉ TV1
	‘Today with Pat Kenny’
	10 May 2006


Complaint Summary:

Mr. McGrath’s complaint, under Section 24 (2)(a)(impartiality) of the Broadcasting Act 2001, refers to an interview with Mr. John Geddes a former member of the SAS.  Mr. McGrath believes that by stating that this man is a former member of the SAS and the Parachute Regiment of the British army, without engaging in any kind of questioning of the records of those organisations, Mr. Kenny was quite clearly demonstrating his approval of their activities as well as the killings which this person freely admitted were part of his “work” as a mercenary in Iraq.  Mr. McGrath believes that this is in breach of the Broadcasting Act under impartiality.  He further believes that it is not acceptable for Mr. Kenny to interview in a favourable manner, a mercenary and former member of the SAS and Parachute Regiment.  These agencies, he claims, are responsible for numerous atrocities in this country and around the world, of which the Bloody Sunday killings are just one example.  Mr. Kenny did not ask his guest about the record of the SAS or the Parachute Regiment.  RTÉ made no attempt whatsoever to relate to the wider issues involved.  This could be done without any question of expressing personal opinions or defending any particular position with regard to these issues.  However, RTÉ chose not to do so and indeed chose to include nothing that could be seen as questioning or raising issues about the activities of Mr. Geddes and his colleagues.  Instead it chose to normalize the activities described, even though they are anything but normal or unquestionable.

Station Response:

RTÉ submits that Mr. John Geddes, the author of a book, is one of scores of authors invited onto radio programmes and interviewed about their latest books.  Neither the invitation to appear nor the tone of the interview imply in any way that the broadcaster endorses the views of the author.  It is the interviewer’s job to conduct an interesting interview which elicits the maximum amount of useful information for the listener.  Mr. Geddes' book is an account of 30,000 private military contractors who are working in the security industry in Iraq today.  He begins the interview by describing his role during an attempted ambush of a television crew in Iraq that he was protecting.  He went on to discuss the reasons why he joined the army, his time as a soldier in Northern Ireland and finally the move from the army to a mercenary role in Iraq.  RTÉ reject Mr. McGrath’s claim that Pat Kenny demonstrated his approval of their (former soldiers) activities as well as the killings.  RTÉ state that this is simply untrue.  Mr. McGrath appears to be arguing that unless RTÉ engages in questioning there is somehow an endorsement of the author’s views.  There was no expression of the views of either the presenter or RTÉ in relation to the Iraq conflict or indeed the role of Private Military Contractors in Iraq. 

Decision of the Commission:  

The Commission has considered the broadcast, the submissions made by the complainant and the broadcaster.  The Commission noted that the issue being explored in this discussion was that of the experience of a Private Military Contractor (PMC) in Iraq.  At the start of the piece, the presenter set the context for the forthcoming discussion and explained that the person he was about to interview had published a book about his experiences in such a role.  The subsequent discussion explored the experiences of the interviewee.  

The questions posed by the presenter sought to elicit information on what such a role entailed and what such a life was like.  The Commission was of the opinion that the subject matter was of public interest and that the broadcaster was entitled to deal with, and explore, such material.  What is important to the Commission is that the broadcaster did so in a balanced manner.  In the course of the discussion, the presenter questioned and delved into the interviewee's role as a PMC in a fair and impartial manner.  The whole tenor of the piece was to provide the listener with a sense of the life of a PMC.  It was an informative and balanced discussion.

The Commission noted that the interviewee's background was discussed, which included references to his work in the SAS and the Parachute Regiment.  However, such references were made in the context of how he came to be a PMC, which was the subject matter under discussion.  The Commission was of the opinion that the interview was conducted in a fair and balanced manner, with no evidence of editorial bias.  The presenter legitimately and fairly explored the life of a Private Military Contractor.  The complaint was rejected with reference to Section 24(2)(a)(impartiality) of the Broadcasting Act 2001.
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