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Broadcasting Complaints Commission

Coimisidn um Ghearain Chraolachain





Complaint made by:  Ms. Eileen Courtney                                 Ref. No. 341/08
	Station: 
 
	Programme:
  
	Date:

	RTÉ One
	The Late Late Show
	10 October 2008


Complaint Summary:

Ms. Courtney’s complaint submitted under Section 24(2)(d)(taste & decency, the Code of Programme Standards: section 2.1 general community standards) refers to the portrayal of the Taoiseach, Brian Cowan on the show by a comedian.  Ms. Courtney believes that the manner in which the leader of the Government was portrayed was demeaning and belittling.  It promoted disrespectful behaviour.  She also found that the behaviour of exaggerating the physical characteristics of the Taoiseach offended against commonly held standards.
Station’s Response:

RTÉ states that the sketch on the show consisted of two comedians, Alan Shortt and Pakie O’Callaghan, playing the parts of An Taoiseach, Brian Cowen and EU Commissioner, Charlie McCreevy.  The mimicking of politicians by comedians as part of satire is a well recognised comedy genre.  RTÉ states that the sketch was fully legitimate.  Comedy provides an important means of holding up to examination the actions and words of politicians.  Political satire plays a crucially important part in the function of holding to account people elected to public office and is arguably as effective as mainstream current affairs analysis.  

Politicians are aware that their public personae are likely to be mimicked and mocked by comedians.  RTÉ television in the 1970’s had the hugely successful ‘Hall’s Pictorial Weekly’ which relentlessly satirised politicians.  This tradition of political satire is common to most western democratic countries where freedom of speech is regarded as important and the holding to account of politicians is regarded as vital.  RTÉ reject Ms. Courtney’s suggestion that the mimicking of An Taoiseach is demeaning and belittling.

It is RTÉ’s view that the sketch was well within what is acceptable in contemporary society.  

Decision of Commission:

The Commission has considered the broadcast, the submissions made by the complainant and the broadcaster. The complaint relates to a satirical sketch aired during a broadcast of the ‘Late Late Show’ that was based on An Taoiseach Brian Cowan and the EU Commissioner, Mr. McCreevy in the context of the economic downturn in Ireland and worldwide.  In assessing the complaint, the Commission had to have regard to Section 2.1 general community standards of the Code of Programme Standards, which states: ‘programme material shall not offend against commonly held standards considered acceptable in contemporary Irish society’.  
The Commission noted that on viewing the item it was clearly evident that the piece was satirical.  Audiences would be aware that with such genre of programming, influential political leaders are, and can expect to be, subjected to parody.  While such humour may not appeal to all tastes, the Commission must respect the right to freedom of expression.  On viewing this broadcast, the Commission could not determine that the piece demeaned or belittled An Taoiseach.  He has played a major role in Irish politics and his views are well-known and documented.  The programme-makers chose to include a sketch that held his political life up to parody.  This included the comedian being dressed and made-up to resemble Mr. Cowan.  Like the humour, it was evident that the image was exaggerated.  Again, one could expect such exaggeration in a satirical sketch.  With regard to the language, the Commission would acknowledge that some viewers may not have liked some of the words used.  However, given the context of a satirical piece, it was evident it was used to exaggerate the expressions and responses of ‘An Taoiseach’. 

While the Commission would acknowledge that the humour may not have appealed to all, such lampooning of political people is a widely recognised genre of programming, one which can be hard-hitting.  The satire aimed to highlight the well-known political positions and views held by Mr. Cowan.  In the opinion of the Commission, the piece could not be construed as demeaning to him.  There was no evidence of any intent to offend or demean An Taoiseach.  Given the time of broadcast, the context of the piece, and in particular its evident satirical nature, this broadcast item was unlikely to cause widespread offence. The complaint was rejected with regard to the Code of Programme Standards, 2.1 general community standards.
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