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Broadcasting Complaints Commission

Coimisidn um Ghearain Chraolachain





Complaint made by: Mr. George Rice



Ref. No. 131/06
	Station: 
 
	Programme:
  
	Date:

	RTÉ TV1
	Black Sheep?
	21 June 2006


Complaint Summary:

Mr. Rice's complaint, submitted under Section 24(2)(a)(impartiality) of the Broadcasting Act 2001, concerns a broadcast of the series Black Sheep? on 21 June 2006.  The complainant submits that the broadcast was a calumny; the version of events was untrue, making damaging, though unfounded, allegations of murder and robbery; inciting hate against his late father, himself and his family.  He objects to the national broadcaster's projecting fraud as history.  

Station’s Response:
RTÉ state that Black Sheep? is a series in which an individual traces the story of a family member, usually someone whose past has a mystery.  It is therefore a personal odyssey back into an aspect of a family's history.  The programme broadcast on 21 May 2001 was billed as 'Patrick O'Connor – Scarteen finds out about the deaths of his two great uncles Tom and John, killed in the Civil War in 1922'.  Mr. O'Connor-Scarteen's two uncles had been pro-treaty soldiers who had been killed by anti-treaty forces in Kenmare during the course of the Civil War.

It is not surprising that even after 85 years events of the Civil War still generate emotional and partisan responses.  The particular event that was the focus of this programme was the killing of two young men.  The subject of the programme, Patrick O'Connon-Scarteen, was obviously going to be sympathetic to his great-uncles' perspective and hostile to those responsible for their deaths.  Having said this the search for the truth behind the killings was carried out in an open and fair-minded manner.  Reputable historians were spoken to and relatives of those involved in the events were interviewed as the programme's subject engaged in his personal quest to discover the truth behind his uncles' deaths.

It is RTÉ's opinion that the programme was presented in an impartial and objective manner and that all statutory requirements were fully met.

Decision of the Commission:  

The Commission considered the broadcast, the submissions made by the complainant and the broadcaster.  On viewing this programme, the Commission noted that it was a personal journey for Mr. O'Connor-Scarteen as he sought to understand the circumstances that led to his two great-uncles deaths during the Civil War, 1922.  The rights or wrongs of the war were never the issue of the broadcast.  It was evident from the start of the programme that Mr. Scarteen O'Connor sought to make sense of how men, his uncles had previously fought side-by-side with, had turned on them.  

The Commission acknowledges that the issue of the Civil War is a very emotive one and can understand the complainant's reaction to the programme.  However, the Commission is of the opinion that this broadcast was fairly presented.  The tone was at all times respectful and it was evident that the programme-makers never sought to blame or direct allegations at a particular person.  In exploring the reasons for the deaths of the complainant's two great-uncles, the evidence put forward was put into context i.e. hearsay or drawn from archive material.  The references to Mr. J.J. Rice where made in the context of his role at the time as the Commander in Chief in the locality.  The Commission was of the view, that in holding this role it was inevitable that he would be mentioned and spoken about in the context of the deaths of the two brothers.  There was no discussion about the personality or character of Mr. Rice.  The references to him were directly related to his position in the local Republican force at the time.

While the Commission can understand the complainant's reaction to this section of the programme, there was no evidence in the programme of assertions that Mr. J.J. Rice was a murderer or a robber.  In the Commission's opinion, the tenet of the programme was that it was a tragic time in Irish history.  Mr. O'Connor-Scarteen commented at the end of the programme that 'Kerry was pre-dominantly Anti-Treaty'.  Therefore, he believed it 'took courage for his uncles to go Pro-Treaty' and 'maybe their comrades did not see it that way'.  The programme did not seek to blame, but rather to understand the circumstances that led to the deaths.  The broadcast explored these issues in a fair and respectful manner.  There was no evidence of editorial bias in this broadcast.  The complaint was rejected with regard to Section 24(2)(a)(impartiality) of the Broadcasting Act, 2001.

BCC Complaint Decisions, Sept 2006

1/2

[image: image1.jpg]