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Broadcasting Complaints Commission

Coimisidn um Ghearain Chraolachain





Complaint made by: Mr. Brian Rothery Ref No. 122.06 

	Station: 
 
	Programme:
  
	Date:

	RTÉ TV1
	‘Chain Reactions’
	25 May 2006


Complaint Summary:

Mr. Rothery’s complaint, under Sections 24(2)(a)(impartiality), (b)(law & order), (c)(privacy of an individual) and (f)(slander), of the Broadcasting Act 2001, refers to a documentary that looked at an investigation carried out by the US Postal Service into a website called Landslide which sold images of child pornography and the subsequent operation in Ireland that led to the arrest and conviction of several people.  Mr. Rothery states that despite the original Landslide story being unravelled over the past year and that unravelling appearing in many media outlets including website and discussion forums, RTÉ ignored this critically important information.  By not using any such sources, RTÉ gave a one sided view that originated in Dallas and also ignored the fact that many of the claims by Dallas police and prosecutors, have since fallen apart. The result was a programme that was false, inflammatory and an incitement to hatred.  Mr. Rothery also believes that showing film of certain well known individuals who were raided under the original operations, at a time when this new information is available, appears to be a particular malicious and slanderous, if not reckless, act.

Mr. Rothery claims that the programme repeated one of the main deceits, which originated from the original Landslide story in Dallas and which was use to mount Operation Amethyst in Ireland and others in the UK and Canada.  This was the claim that there was a banner that said ‘Click Here, Child Porn’ on the Landslide website.  It has since been established by a team of activists working in the UK and Ireland, that there was no such banner.  A CBC team that visited both Dallas and Ireland also established that fact.  The RTÉ programme showed the invented banner several times in a most inflammatory way.  Mr. Rothery also states that many individuals raided in these operations are now seen to have been the victims of credit card fraud; that virtual all of the Landslide porn was adult porn and that lies were told by Dallas authorities which were knowingly repeated in the UK and Ireland.  Also missing from the programme is the by now well known fact, that official complaints against senior UK police that they knowingly used deceits, are currently being investigated in the UK.  A class action is being planned by individuals who believe that they were wrongly raided or convicted.

Mr. Rothery believes RTÉ has through this programme, breached several of the Acts including the Broadcasting Act 2001.

Station Response:

RTÉ submits that this documentary dealt with a police investigation into internet child pornography that started in the United States and led ultimately to the arrest and conviction of people in Ireland on charges of child pornography.  Chain Reactions is a series of modern history documentaries which take the viewer from specific starting points through a series of consequential, coincidental, accidental and surprising events to reveal the hidden links between the characters and the events that have influenced change or had a major impact or effect in and over Ireland during the last 30 years.  The series is not, nor does it pretend to be, an in-depth analysis nor investigation of any one particular event in itself but rather a series that chronicles how one event, at a given time in our recent history started a chain of events which impacted on Ireland or how we view this country today.  The programme was not an analysis or investigation of internet child pornography.  Rather the programme looked at Operation Avalanche, an investigation carried out by the US Postal Service (and other US agencies) into a website called Landslide which sold images of child porn and a subsequent police investigation called Operation Amethyst, which led ultimately to the arrest and conviction of many people for the possession of such material.

RTÉ further states that the production team’s research was extremely thorough.  They were fully aware that an element of controversy had arisen out of a statement made by Law Enforcement Agencies in the US relating to Landslide.  This controversy has no relevance to the story, nor to date has it impacted in any way shape or form on the convictions secured through the Irish Courts referred to within the programme.

RTÉ states that the contributors to the programme were all highly respected in their professional fields.  Some had first hand knowledge or experience of a particular event; others were in a position to contextualise these events within the parameters of the story.  RTÉ does not accept that any of the statements referred to by the complainant were untrue, exaggerated or excessive, nor does RTÉ accept that the programme was false, inflammatory or incited to hatred in any way.

Decision of the Commission:  

The Commission has considered the broadcast, the submissions made by the complainant and the broadcaster.  The Commission noted that it was evident from the commencement of the programme that the substantive issue was how a chain of events, co-incidents, would result in a certain outcome in Ireland.  This was not an analysis of child pornography or methods used in the investigations in America or the UK.  The presenter's introduction included the statement 'so much of our lives is decided by chance and co-incidence'.  The programme then chronologically traced through the chain, the various co-incidences.  The chain started in Sri Lanka in 1997, with the credit card spending habits of a Government Official and ended in the Irish Courts, with a number of people being prosecuted under the 1998 Child Trafficking and Pornography Act.  It was explained to the viewer that to prosecute individuals under this Act, you had to prove that the person 'had actually accessed it [child pornography], had actually downloaded the child pornography and still had that information on a system several years later'.
This programme was not an investigation into the various operations conducted in the UK or America and nor did it purport to be.  As stated in the programme it was a look at 'the chain of events which had started in Sri Lanka and fizzled out in Dallas, was re-ignited by some diligent Postmen and had reached Ireland after a chance conversation between friends in Interpol and now by the good fortune of a vital piece of legislation, it was about to end up in the Irish Courts'.  The programme-makers made the editorial decision to look at the events from an Irish perspective.  They were perfectly entitled to do so.  The fact the complainant asserts that issues have arisen with how operations were conducted in the UK and the USA is not relevant to this broadcast.  The programme did not analyse the operations outside of Ireland.  This was a programme made from an Irish perspective, about a chain of events that had a major impact here.  The programme was presented in a fair manner.  There was no evidence of incitement to hatred in this broadcast.  With reference to privacy and slander, the complainant was not mentioned or featured in the broadcast, therefore these categories do not apply to the complaint as submitted.  

This programme set out to look at what led to the convictions of people here in Ireland on child trafficking and pornography charges.  It looked at how a set of events were connected in an Irish context.  It did so, in what the Commission considered an impartial and responsible manner.  This complaint was rejected with regard to Sections 24(2)(a)(impartiality) and (b)(law & order) of the Broadcasting Act, 2001.
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