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Broadcasting Complaints Commission

Coimisidn um Ghearain Chraolachain





Complaint made by:  Mr. Martin Mulroy                                   Ref. No. 240/08
	Station: 
 
	Programme:
  
	Date:

	RTÉ Radio 1
	Today with Pat Kenny
	6 June 2008


Complaint Summary:

Mr. Mulroy’s complaint, submitted under Sections 24(2)(a)(fairness, objectivity & impartiality in current affairs) refers to an interview with An Taoiseach, Brian Cowen in relation to the Lisbon Treaty. Mr. Cowen was advocating a Yes vote and the complainant believes the presenter, Pat Kenny, did not challenge Mr. Cowen as much as he should have.  Furthermore, he believes, the presenter did not give an equal amount of programme time to the No side of the debate.  Therefore the programme was not presented in an objective and impartial manner and it was not fair to all interests concerned.

Station’s Response:

RTÉ states that on the day of this broadcast, The Irish Times published the results of an opinion poll which indicated that the referendum on the Lisbon Treaty was likely to be lost if those polled replicated their views on 12 June.  As this was the first time the majority of those polled indicated that they were more likely to vote against the Treaty, this was a major news story.  A defeat in the referendum would represent a major blow for the new Taoiseach, Brian Cowen, who had stated when he took office that his first priority would be winning the Lisbon referendum.  In these circumstances, the production team responsible for the ‘Today with Pat Kenny’ programme sought an interview with the Taoiseach and he agreed.  

It is RTÉ’s view that it was appropriate to interview Brian Cowen on 6 June and that the programme presenter put all the pertinent questions to Mr. Cowen and that there is no evidence of any editorial bias in the interview.  Mr. Kenny did not broadcast any editorial views of his own and asked a number of objective questions in a challenging interview.  

The interview must be judged in the context of the news of the day.  Account must also be taken of the programme’s coverage of the Lisbon Treaty referendum in the run up to polling day.  Members of the BCC are aware that balance can be achieved over a number of related programmes.  Overall the ‘Today with Pat Kenny’ programme dealt with the referendum on eight occasions as follows:

      ‘Today with Pat Kenny’ (speakers in favour of the Treaty listed first, those against listed second):

· 30 April - debate Colum Burke, MEP, Fine Gael and Richard Green COIR

· 12 May – debate Willie O’Dea, T.D. Fianna Fáil and May Lou McDonald, MEP, Sinn Féin

· 19 May - debate Brian Lenihan, T.D. Fianna Fáil and Tony Benn (ex MP)

· 26 May - debate Alan Dukes (former leader Fine Gael) and Joe Higgins Socialist Party

· 5 June - debate John Bruton (former Taoiseach and EU Ambassador in Washington) and Padraig McLoughin, Sinn Féin

· 6 June - single interview with An Taoiseach Brian Cowen, T.D. Fianna Fáil

· 9 June - debate 5 speakers for the Treaty – Mary Harney T.D. Progressive Democrats, Dermot Ahern T.D. Fianna Fáil, Prionsias De Rossa MEP, Labour, Richard Burton T.D. Fine Gael, Una McGurk Alliance for Europe.

· Five speakers against the Treaty were: Joe Higgins Socialist Party, Declan Ganley Libertas, Pearse Doherty Sinn Féin, Niamh Ni Bhrion COIR, Patricia McKenna People’s Movement

· 10 June - debate with two speakers on each side, Elmar Brok MEP and Poul Nyrup Rasmussen (former Danish Prime Minister) for the Treaty and Jens Peter Bonde MEP and Nigel Farage MEP against.

RTÉ state that it is clear from this that coverage of the referendum on the programme was comprehensive and fair.  Both sides of the argument were given amble opportunities to make their cases and counter the arguments of their opponents.  The only single interview was that with Mr. Cowen on 6 June.  This can be justified in the context of the news of the day and in recognition of his position as Taoiseach.  Taken over eight programmes, the coverage was even-handed and fair.  It is true that in stop watch terms those supporting the Treaty received extra time on 6 June.  However in the programme on 9 June when there was full-scale debate with ten contributors opposing the referendum getting more time than those supporting the referendum.  Account has also to be taken of tone, questioning, opportunities to make points and rights of reply etc.

RTÉ believe the interview itself was fully in compliance with all statutory obligations and overall, objectivity, impartiality and fairness were achieved.

Decision of Commission:

The Commission has considered the broadcast, the submissions made by the complainant and the broadcaster.  The complaint concerns a discussion with An Taoiseach Brian Cowen.  The Commission noted that the context of the discussion was the result of an Irish Times’ poll published that day, detailing that the No vote for the Lisbon Treaty was in the ascendency.  As was widely known, the majority of the main political parties and the Government were advocating a Yes vote.  Also, it was widely commented on in the media and in public that the vote on the Treaty was the first major assignment for Brian Cowen in his new role as Taoiseach.  Given this context and the information in the public domain, one could expect that the Taoiseach would be asked for his views on the poll.  What is important to the Commission is that the discussion was conducted in a fair manner.  

On hearing the broadcast, the Commission was of the opinion that the presenter questioned the Taoiseach to elicit information on his reaction to the poll and to explain why he believed the Yes vote was now lagging behind the No vote.  The Commission noted that contrary to the complainant’s submission, the presenter did challenge the views expressed by An Taoiseach throughout the piece.  The presenter’s line of questioning and challenging of responses ensured that the subject matter was treated in a fair and balanced manner.  The complainant also raises an issue about ‘an equal amount of time’.  In this broadcast, the presenter explored An Taoiseach’s reaction to a poll finding that day.  In order to ensure that such a discussion was fair, both in its treatment of the subject matter and to all interests concerned, the presenter needed to question and challenge An Taoiseach in an objective manner.  In the opinion of the Commission he did so.  There was no obligation or need to have a representative of the No vote on the programme given the context, and handling of the discussion by the presenter.  There was no evidence of editorial bias in this broadcast.  

The line of questioning and challenging of responses by the presenter ensured that the discussion was fair and objective.  The complaint was rejected with regard to Section 24(2)(a)(fairness, objectivity and impartiality).

BCC Complaint Decisions, Sep 2008

3/3

[image: image1.jpg]