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Broadcasting Complaints Commission

Coimisidn um Ghearain Chraolachain





Complaint made by:  Mr. Seán Loughnane                                  Ref. No. 17/09
	Station: 
 
	Programme:
  
	Date:

	RTÉ One
	The Late Late Show
	9 January 2009


Complaint Summary:

Mr. Loughnane’s complaint is submitted under Section 24(2)(d)(Code of Programme Standards: sections 2.1 general community standards and 3.4 persons and groups in society).  The complainant states the Late Late Show was broadcast to celebrate the 125 years of the GAA and all it stands for.  He was disgusted at the performance of one guest, comedian Oliver Callan.  His portrayal / impression of An Taoiseach, Brian Cowen, was an absolute disgrace.  It was personally insulting, degrading of the man and should not be tolerated on any public forum, much less a public broadcasting channel.

Mr. Loughnane states he is not a prude but what was offered up on the show was as low as one can imagine.
Station’s Response:

RTÉ states that The Late Late Show on 9 January was a special programme commemorating the 125th anniversary of the founding of the GAA.  As part of the programme, the well-known comedian Oliver Callan performed a sketch.  Mr. Callan is best known for his satirical insert Nob Nation which is broadcast on the Gerry Ryan Show on RTÉ 2FM.

The sketch was a series of impressions of public figures.  It opened with Mr. Callan giving an impression of former Taoiseach Bertie Ahern as a barrow boy selling his products outside Croke Park.  This was followed by Mr. Callan’s impressions of Mick O’Dwyer, Brian Cowen, Willie O’Dea, Micheál Ó Muirchearthaigh, David Norris and Enda Kenny.

When a comedian is giving his impression of a public figure almost by definition certain characteristics have to be exaggerated.  Mannerism, facial expressions, body language, speech patterns, pronunciations of certain words, accents, etc. are all mimicked in order to make it clear to the audience who is being sent up.  Humour is found both in the mimicking and in the lines given to the character.  RTÉ states at all times in all the caricatures there was no breach of taste and decency guidelines.  Mr. Cowen is a public figure and can expect, from time to time, that he will be the subject of jokes made by comedians.  The words ascribed to Mr. Cowen were not in any sense offensive.

Decision of Commission:

The Commission has considered the broadcast, the submissions made by the complainant and the broadcaster.  The complaint relates to a comedy sketch by Oliver Callan during a broadcast of the Late Late Show and in particular, his impersonation of An Taoiseach Brian Cowen.  In assessing the complaint, the Commission had to have regard to the Code of Programme Standards and in particular, sections 2.1 general community standards and 3.4 persons & groups in society. 
The Commission noted that on viewing the item it was clearly evident that the sketch was based on impersonations and the intention was to be humorous.  The Late Late show that night was a celebration of 125 years of the GAA.  The sketch opened with the comedian entering the studio asking was anyone ‘buying, hats, scarves etc............In the course of the comedy sketch, he impersonated Bertie Ahern, Willie O’Dea, Micheál Ó Muircheartaigh and Mick O’Dwyer.  On viewing the broadcast item, it was evident from the outset that the humour was based on exaggeration and very much tongue-in-cheek.

The complainant takes particular issue with the content regarding An Taoiseach.  The Commission would acknowledge the complainant’s concern about the use of ridicule based on physical appearance.  However, the Commission must assess the content in context.  It was clearly evident from the start of the piece that the content would be somewhat irreverent.  Audiences would be very familiar with such content.  Influential political leaders are, and can expect to be, subject to parody.  While such humour may not appeal to all tastes, the Commission must respect the right to freedom of expression.  

The humour was based on the lampooning of political leaders, politicians and well-known GAA men, which the Commission would acknowledge was at times close to the bone.  However, by holding such positions, one can expect to be held up to ridicule for one’s performance in the role.  The Commission noted that all the comedian’s impersonations were exaggerated, which is in keeping with humour based on such mimicry.  The humour was at all times aimed at the politician, the role and was never personal and /or degrading as submitted by the complainant.  While the complainant may not have found any humour in the piece, the Commission determined that it would not be reasonable to infer from the sketch that it was a personal attack on and / or degrading of An Taoiseach.  The complaint was rejected with regard to the Code of Programme Standards: sections 2.1 general community standards and 3.4 persons and groups in society.
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