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Broadcasting Complaints Commission

Coimisidn um Ghearain Chraolachain





Complaint made by: Headline (Ms. Rachel Wright)                  Ref. No. 367/07 

	Station: 
 
	Programme:
  
	Date:

	RTÉ Two
	I Dare Ya
	17 December 2007


Complaint Summary:

Ms. Wrights’ complaint, submitted on behalf of Headline under Section 24(2)(d)(taste & decency: Code of Programme Standards – Section 3.4.3 Persons and groups in society, stereotyping/stigmatising people with mental disability), relates to a sketch portraying a person in a straitjacket outside the Central Mental Hospital.  

Headline received numerous complaints about this programme from members of the people who were distressed and insulted by the programme.   This sketch was extremely stigmatising and insulting to those with mental health problems and their families.  The programme perpetuated negative and uninformed stereotypes about people with mental illness and the medical treatment which they receive. 
Station’s Response: 

RTÉ states that I Dare Ya is a new comedy series which is in the well known genre of series such as Jack Ass and Punk*d.  These are candid camera type programmes where the “victims” permission is sought after recording and only if permission is granted is the material broadcast.  The programme is recorded before a live audience which includes the “victims” of the prank. 

RTÉ regrets if anyone has been offended or upset by what was intended to be a light-hearted comedy sketch.  Comedy pokes fun at everybody, whether it is Catholic priests, bald men, fat people, Kerry people, librarians, women drivers, taxi drivers etc.  Occasionally offence is taken by the group being made fun of.  But it is the nature of comedy that jokes are made at the expense of everyone in society.  RTÉ received very few complaints after the transmission of I Dare Ya.  This suggests to RTÉ that views of the programme accepted that I Dare Ya fell within the parameters of what is acceptable in programmes of this genre.

RTÉ believes that most viewers are well capable of distinguishing between the portrayals of mental health in “serious” programming as against comedy programmes.  RTÉ Two on Monday night runs a two and a half hour block of comedy programmes, post watershed, including Fr. Ted, I Dare Ya, The Panel and Podge and Rodge.  Viewers understand that these programmes are comedy and bring different values to their assessments of the contents.
Decision of the Commission:  
The Commission has considered the broadcast, the submissions made by the complainant and the broadcaster.  The programme in question is based on dares and stand-up comedy.  There are two male comedians who undertake the dares which are filmed by hidden camera and then replayed to a live-audience, which can include the person/s that was/were central to the ‘wind-up’.  In this particular broadcast item, the dare was ‘to wear a straitjacket and stand outside the Central Mental Hospital and call a taxi’.  The recording of the dare was played and straddled either side by stand-up from the two comedians.  In assessing this complaint, the Commission had to have regard to Section 3.4.3 which states, ‘Broadcasters shall take measures to ensure that programme material does not stereotype or stigmatise those people with a disability. Broadcasters shall have particular regard to the treatment of people with a disability in programmes, including the language used during programming. The use of colloquial terms of abuse during programme material shall require strong editorial justification’.
Therefore, on viewing this item, the Commission had to determine if the particular sketch was based on a stereotype of a person with a disability.  In the opinion of the Commission, it was clearly evident on viewing the programme that the sketch was based on such a stereotype.  At the commencement of the piece, one of the presenters read out the dare, ‘I dare you to wear a straitjacket and stand outside the Central Mental Hospital and call a taxi’.  The subsequent dialogue between the two included; 

‘So we were thinking who will be the mental patient.  Obviously if you re-arrange my hair slightly I look a bit mental...........We thought I’d be the crazy guy in the straitjacket and Damo would be my nurse....’  
The pre-recorded clip of the dare was then played.  It opened with both comedians standing outside the mental hospital, one in a straitjacket and the other on the mobile calling a taxi.  The taxi man arrived and the comedian in the straitjacket refused to get in to the car and ‘ran’ away and hid behind a small tree and then lay on the ground and refused to get up.  The other two ‘cajoled’ him to get up and to get in to the car.  The Commission noted that the butt of the humour was not the unsuspecting member of the public (in this case the taxi man) as submitted by the broadcaster.  The butt of the humour was the comedian in the straitjacket.  The ‘joke’ was the ‘mental disability’ of the comedian, the ‘mad-man’.  The Commission also noted the background music used in this piece, ‘when you’re strange’.  When the clip was over, the programme reverted to the stand-up of the two comedians who talked about the dare and the taxi man’s reaction.  The opening line was ‘What a nice taxi-man’.  

In the opinion of the Commission, both the stand-up and the pre-recorded clip were based on the stereotype of a person with a mental disability.  The Commission acknowledges that the series is based on dares and it is classified as a comedy show.  It is aimed at an adult audience and it is broadcast in the night-time schedule.  Also, the audience is aware that the sketches are ‘wind-ups’ and that the two male comedians are acting and behaving in a manner determined by the ‘dare’.  Such style of comedy can be audacious and over-the-top.  However, the Code of Programme Standards requires that the broadcaster takes measures to ensure that its programming does not stereotype persons with a disability.  On viewing the broadcast, it was evident that the content of the sketch was based on the stereotype of a person with a mental illness.  Even the title of the dare itself could be considered to stereotype a person with a mental disability.  Both the language and the visuals of the piece were of a stereotypical nature. 

In the view of the Commission, the programme code does not support the broadcaster’s submission that the nature of comedy is that jokes are made at the expense of everyone in society.  The programme code clearly identifies a responsibility of broadcasters in programming concerning people with disabilities.  On this occasion, the broadcaster did not take adequate measures to ensure that its programming did not contain material which stereotyped people with a disability.  The complaint was upheld with regard to Section 24(2)(d)(taste & decency: Code of Programme Standards – Section 3.4.3 Persons and groups in society, stereotyping/stigmatising people with mental disability).
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