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Broadcasting Complaints Commission

Coimisidn um Ghearain Chraolachain





Complaint made by: Mr. Martin Collins                                      Ref. No. 12/08 

	Station: 
 
	Programme:
  
	Date:

	RTÉ One
	You’re a Star
	6 January 2008


Complaint Summary:

Mr. Collins complaint, submitted under Section 24(2)(d)(taste & decency: Code of Programme Standards – Section 3.4.2 - persons and groups in society discriminating against the traveller community) relates to a comment made by Brendan O’Connor about a contestant on this show.  Mr. O’Connor said this contestant had a voice like a ‘knacker’ and that he could not understand what she was saying.  The complainant believes this was a clear reference to the Traveller community. Mr. O’Connor’s comments have caused upset to the Travelling community.  These were offensive and discriminatory and therefore unacceptable as such comments reinforces prejudices.  The complainant states that Travellers are one of the most marginalised groups in Irish society and comments of this nature only serve to worsen the situation.  He further states that RTÉ has an obligation to promote tolerance and respect for human rights, however, on this occasion it did not fulfil its obligations.

Station’s Response: 

RTÉ states that it does not support the use of any language which contributes to stereotyping of any group in society.  RTÉ full accepts that the word ‘knacker’ and any derivative of that word when it is used to refer to members of the Traveller community, are unacceptable. RTÉ would not tolerate a member of staff using the word in this context in a broadcast.  Obviously the word used in its correct sense as a person who renders horses or the adjective ‘knackered’(meaning exhausted), can continue to be used.

RTÉ state that in this instance the context in which the remark was used is important. It could be argued that the term was used in a non-derogatory manner by a judge describing the accent of one of the contestants in You’re a Star.  

The broadcast on 6 January showed one of the judges, Brendan O’Connor, meeting up with a group of contestants assigned to him and giving them advice.  To one of the contestants he said:

‘Robyn, I don’t know why you are in my group because we all loved you, right? Michelle (another of the judges) would have loved to have had you (in her group).  She would probably feel she has more to teach you than I do.  She’s wrong.  You don’t need to sing off me, I think.  A bit like Conan (another contestant) there, I think you just have it.  When you do it, it feels like you mean it.  You’re not acting.  I don’t know why because you’re just this kind of one who comes in with this knackery accent from Wicklow, right? (laughter).  Well it is a bit, right?  I don’t understand a word you are saying and then you start singing.  It’s as if you’re born to it.  But born to it in another country, you know what I mean.  But look, you’ve an amazing voice, I think.  Stick with the thing, if you do mean it and I think you do.  I’d like to see some of the rough edges knocked off you.’

RTÉ claim the transcript does not do full justice to what Mr. O’Connor said.  His tone was gentle.  He was trying to help the young girl who had, in his opinion, a lovely voice but whose accent he found difficult to understand.  In describing Robyn’s Wicklow accent, Mr. O’Connor used the term ‘knackery’.  RTÉ fully accept that this term was inappropriate and should not have been used.  However, RTÉ does not believe this breached the BCI Code of Programme Standards.  Given the warm tone of the remarks, no conscious discrimination was intended.  What occurred was the use of an inaccurate and inappropriate adjective.  It is RTÉ’s view that this falls short of discrimination. 

RTÉ accepts that member of the Traveller community may have been offended and RTÉ would apologise to them. However, the offence was entirely unintentional and was simply an accident caused by the loose use of language.
Decision of the Commission:  
The Commission has considered the broadcast, the submissions made by the complainant and the broadcaster.  The programme in question is a talent singing competition.  The Commission noted that it is typical of the genre and viewers would expect banter and critical comment to be part of the show.  In assessing this complaint, the Commission had to have regard to Section 3.4.2 of the Code of Programme Standards that states: 3.4.2 Programme material shall not support or

condone discrimination against any person or section of the community, in particular on the basis of age, gender, marital status, membership of the Traveller community, family status, sexual orientation, disability, race or religion.
The particular show in question was the ‘bootcamp’ stage of the competition.  Each judge was assigned a group of contestants to mentor.  Each judge was shown addressing their particular group.  In the case of Brendan O’Connor, the Commission noted that the tone was good-humoured and moderate.  The group gave him a warm welcome when they realised he was their mentor.  His response included, ‘All right stop, that’s an unexpected reaction.  I would have assumed, ah, no your mans really mean and he knows nothing about music.  The good news is that I know more about music than the other two judges.  I’ve forgotten more about music than they’ve ever known’.  Subsequently he tells the group that he’d ‘like to go through you all in front of everybody and I’d like to tell you all roughly without giving you too many specifics where I feel you’re at.  Is that o.k. with everybody?’
He tells each contestant what he thinks and when talking to one of them, the Commission would acknowledge that Mr. O’Connor used the word ‘knackery’ in reference to her accent.  The Commission noted the other comments made by the judge when telling this contestant what he thought, which included, ‘I don’t understand a word you’re saying and then you start singing and it’s like you were born to it like, but born to it in another country, if you know what I mean.  But look, you’ve an amazing voice...’.  The Commission also noted the tone and the interaction with the contestants.  

On hearing the piece, the Commission was of the view that the use of the word was not intended to be discriminatory.  It was a judge making a comment about the accent of one of the contestants that he could not understand and in particular, how different her accent was within her performance.  Viewers and contestants expect banter and critical comment to be part of the programme.  The tone was at all times mild and the repartee between that contestants and the judge was good-humoured.  The contestant later referred to the comment in a tongue-in-cheek manner and did not appear to be insulted and/or negatively affected by the comment about her accent.  Given the context of the use of the word, and tone of the broadcast, the material could not have been considered to have condoned or supported discrimination.    

However, the Commission would acknowledge that the use of the word was inappropriate.  The Commission noted the submission of the broadcaster and the apology stated therein.  The Commission would ask that the broadcaster take greater care in future and ensure such use of the word should not be repeated.

The judge used the word ‘knackery’ to highlight his puzzlement at how he couldn’t understand a contestant when she spoke, but when she sang he could.  While the word was inappropriate, the intent was not to condone or support discrimination.  The Commission was of the view that there was no discriminatory nature evident.    The broadcaster has acknowledged the error and apologised for same.  The complaint was rejected with regard to Section 24(2)(d)(taste & decency – Code of Programme Standards - Section 3.4.2 - persons and groups in society discriminating against the traveller community).
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