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Broadcasting Complaints Commission

Coimisidn um Ghearain Chraolachain





Complaint made by:  Mr. Stephen Quinn                                      Ref. No. 253/08
	Station: 
 
	Programme:
  
	Date:

	RTÉ One
	Prime Time
	3 July 2008


Complaint Summary:

Mr. Quinn’s complaint, submitted under Section 24(2)(a)(fairness, objectivity & impartiality in current affairs) of the Broadcasting Act 2001, refers to a report on foreign immigrants working in Ireland.  He states that the report included the story of a plasterer, who is currently unemployed due to the downturn in the construction sector.  Katie Hannon stated that ‘Billy believes that what work there is now tends to go to cheaper immigrant tradesmen’.  Billy stated that ‘there is not a level playing pitch. The Eastern Europeans will work for a lot cheaper than Irish workers.   “I couldn't afford to work for what an Eastern European would work for”.  Mr. Quinn’s first issue with this report is that there are certain racist undertones in these excerpts.  This leads to laying the blame on Eastern Europeans for taking the positions in the construction sector for less money than an Irishman would work for.  This is a biased point of view and one which Mr. Quinn is sure is factually incorrect.  There were no facts to back up Billy's point of view and no evidence that he was in fact a plasterer.
 

Mr. Quinn’s second issue is the inclusion of the owner of Century homes in this report: Mr. McCaughey stated ‘the first thing we need to do is end the group hug of the social partners in terms of wage agreements because I think now what we need is a patriotic call for complete wage restraint because the idea of the unions importing wage increases following inflation will guarantee that we go into recession’.  Mr. Quinn considers this statement to be anti-union in its sentiment and is laughable to be calling for wage restraint, in the current economic climate.  Again this was a biased point of view with no representation in the form of any Union.  Mr. McCaughey is not a qualified economist and does not determine the fate of the Irish economy by indicating that pay increases will guarantee that we go into recession. It’s absolutely ridiculous.
 

His next issue is with regard to the inclusion on the panel of Dan O'Brien, a senior economist based in Geneva with the Economist Intelligence Unit.  He stated that ‘Ireland's goodwill in Europe at the moment is quite limited and looking for favours from people when you break the rules, and what happened over Lisbon, may not be the best time to do it’.  The impression Mr. Quinn got from this statement was that because 53.5% of Irish people have rejected the Lisbon Treaty, we will not be gaining any favours from Europe.  Again, this was a one-sided view and there should have been a participant included to dispute this comment.
Station’s Response:

RTÉ states that the Mr. Wall, a plasterer, has been made redundant and he is now planning to work as a taxi driver.  He was expressing his personal view based on his own experience and there was nothing racist in his remarks.  They were either factually accurate or not.  RTÉ included them in the report as they were the views of someone working in the construction industry who had lost his job.  Mr. Quinn goes on to say that there ‘was no evidence that he was in fact a plasterer’.  RTÉ has thousands of people on its programme whose occupations are detailed.  They ask ‘are they expected to produce evidence that they actually have these occupations?’
RTÉ further states Mr. McCaughey is a very successful businessman who has built up his company, Century Homes.  In the report, he called for wage restraint as one response to diminish the impact of the recession.  Mr. McCaughey’s observations were included in the report precisely because he is a successful businessman and viewers might benefit from hearing his analysis of the economy.  Mr. Quinn is perfectly entitled to disagree with Mr. McCaughey’s analysis, but this is not sufficient reason to exclude Mr. McCaughey from the report.

One of the contributors to the discussion was Dan O’Brien, who works with the Economist Intelligence Unit in Geneva.  The ‘Prime Time’ programme devoted some twenty minutes to an analysis of the economy.  A range of views were sought.  There were no editorial views expressed by either the reporter or the presenter.  There was no claim that all views could be accommodated in such a complex subject in so short a time.  RTÉ believes that a reasonable range of views, from qualified commentators, were included in the report and that all statutory requirements in regard to impartiality and fairness were met.

Decision of Commission:

The Commission has considered the broadcast, the submissions made by the complainant and the broadcaster.  The report concerned prevailing economic conditions in Ireland.  The complainant raises issues with two contributors in a short report and also, with a member of the panel in the subsequent discussion.  In assessing this complaint, the Commission had to consider the entire broadcast.  The contribution of each individual had to be assessed in the context of both the report and subsequent panel discussion.  The Commission noted the introduction to the programme:

‘This too shall pass.  It was true of our economic boom, so will it also be true of our looming recession?  .........Tonight we are going to look at the best case scenario for our economic future as well as the worst.  First, Katie Hannon’s been weighing up the comparison between our dark present and an even darker past’.      

At the start of the report the reporter stated:

‘....1980’s recession left an entire generation broken and bewildered.  Can we be looking down that barrel at anything like that level of social and financial devastation yet again?’

Included in the report were contributions from a building worker, the owner of a construction company and an academic from the Department of Economics in NUI Maynooth.  The Commission noted that the reporter informed the viewer of the context of the report and the inclusion of Mr. Wall, illustrated the effect that the recession was having on the individuals working on the ground in the construction industry.  Mr. Wall explained that he could no longer work as a plasterer; he could not afford to work at the prices Eastern Europeans were willing to work for.  On viewing the report, there was no evidence of racism in his contribution.  It was matter-of-fact and related to his circumstances; he had a family to support and he could no longer achieve this by remaining as a plasterer.  He therefore applied for a taxi licence.  

It is fact that the construction industry has been a huge bolster to the Irish economic boom and therefore, given the downturn one could expect that a representative of the industry would be included in a report on Irish economic difficulties.   The owner of a construction company, Mr. McCaughey was interviewed and asked what he believed was required to stave off a serious recession.  He expressed an opinion that wage restraint was necessary.  The Commission was of the view that given the economic difficulties, that this was a reasonable viewpoint to express.  There are many business men and organisations who would concur with and express such opinion.  There was no anti-union sentiment evident in the statement.  The contributor expressed opinion in a matter-of-fact and moderate manner.  Further, the contributions in the report must be considered in the context of the entire broadcast.  That there was no union representative in the report as submitted by the complainant was not relevant.  In the subsequent panel discussion, the points raised by Mr. McCaughey were discussed and challenged.  

In relation to the comments by the panel member Mr. Dan O’Brien, the context of his comment must be considered.  Another panel member suggested that Ireland should ignore the 3% EU limit rule on deficits.  He believed the Government should put no constraint on public funds.  It was stated that other EU countries have done so.  The presenter asked Mr. O’Brien to respond to this contention.  Mr. O’Brien’s response included:

‘Other countries have gone through the limit rules.  But the rate at which Ireland is going into the red means that if it continues as it has been going over the last 18 months, Ireland will crash through that quite spectacularly.  Now it’s one thing to break the rules by a little bit.  It’s another thing to completely disregard them and as you say I think that Ireland’s goodwill in Europe is quite limited.’
The point Mr. O’Brien made was that if Ireland flouted the rule with such disregard that there would be limited tolerance in Europe at the moment.  The Commission was of the opinion that this was a reasonable assertion. 

On viewing the broadcast, the Commission was of the opinion that the discussion on the economy was even-handed and impartial.  The opening report gave an overview of the current economic situation and how it compared to the 1980s.  In the subsequent panel discussion, the issues raised in the report were discussed.  The presenter facilitated a fair and balanced discussion.  Each participant was given an opportunity to express opinion and to address the issues raised by others.  This broadcast treated the subject matter in a fair and objective manner.  The complaint was rejected with regard to 24(2)(a)(fairness, objectivity & impartiality in current affairs).
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