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Broadcasting Camplaints Commission




Complaint made by:
Mr. Kolm Roche

Station: TG4/RTÉ
Programme: EuroNews
  Date: December 2002

Summary of Complaint:

Mr. Roche’s complaint, under Section 24(2)(b) of the Broadcasting Act, 2001, relates to the screening of a live public autopsy in London broadcast on either TG4 or RTÉ after RTÉ switches to EuroNews during the night.

Mr. Roche states that the item featured shots of people protesting outside the venue, in favour of such artistic events.  It then featured shots of the autopsy itself, including, what looked like, the opening cut of the procedure with the doctor incising straight down the cadaver’s abdomen.   While Mr. Roche appreciates that the public autopsy was intended as art, he thinks it is quite reasonable to perform such a procedure publicly to a willing paying audience.  He does not see why this should be broadcast on television where it is beamed into people’s living rooms without them having expressly ordered it.   Mr. Roche objects to the broadcast for the following reasons:-

· It might be offensive to viewers’ religious beliefs

· Invasion of the dead man’s privacy.  Internal organs should remain private!

· In bad taste generally.  Just because it is art and people pay to see it does not mean it is in good taste, or even fit for viewing.

· Sets precedents for any work of a doctor as art.  Therefore, could abortions someday be considered as art?

Mr. Roche objects to such footage of dead people cut open on his television without having expressly ordered it e.g. on a channel specifically for that purpose.

Station’s Response:

RTÉ states that the performance of an autopsy as an arts event was controversial and incurred much comment and criticism.  It is precisely for this reason that so many news services carried reports on the event.  They believe it was an acceptable editorial decision to broadcast reports on the event and its controversy, particularly if the images used were reasonably discreet.  They state that the images used in the report were quite circumspect and judicious.  
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It is RTÉ’s view that in respect of viewers’ religious beliefs the report took account of this possibility in the careful editing out of the imagery that may have caused offence.  Under invasion of privacy – the cadaver’s anonymity was protected at all times.  The shots of the autopsy were carefully chosen to minimize any potential for offence.  Bad taste – the subject matter of the report was this very question, whether performing an autopsy before a paying audience was a matter of bad taste.  The television reportage of the event was not in itself in bad taste.  Should such an event be broadcast at all?  Clearly the ‘event’ was to a certain extent staged to generate attention and publicity.  Virtually as every broadcaster chose to provide some level of coverage this suggests that it was considered sufficiently newsworthy to be included.  In most cases, the coverage included questioning the validity of the event and challenging the bona fides of the event’s organisers.  There are many events staged to generate publicity and attention.  It is up to news editors to decide if such events merit reportage.  In this particular case, there appears to be an industry wide consensus that the event merited coverage.  RTÉ argue that the way in which the event was covered is the critical issue.  The complaint draws parallels with a ‘staged’ abortion-as-art event.  Were this to happen questions of taste, offensiveness, the motives of the organisers and morality would have to be considered before any decision to provide reportage was taken.

Decision of the Commission:

The Broadcasting Complaints Commission rejected the complaint made by Mr. Roche.  The Commission was of the view that RTÉ did not infringe Section 24(2)(b) of the Broadcasting Act, 2001.  The event was of public interest and news worthy and therefore, RTÉ’s editorial decision to report on the event was acceptable.
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