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Broadcasting Complaints Commission

Coimisidn um Ghearain Chraolachain





Complaint made by:  Mr. Seán Devine                                    Ref. No. 442/08   
	Station: 
 
	Programme:
  
	Date:

	RTÉ One
	Today with Pat Kenny
	5 November 2008


Complaint Summary:

Mr. Devine’s complaint is submitted under Section 24(2)(d)(Code of Programme Standards: sections 3.4 and 3.4.1 persons and groups in society).  The complainant states that Pat Kenny made contemptuous and bigoted comments in his morning radio programme.  The item referred to a sports bulletin that featured the Irish International Rugby League Team.  The IIRLT had reached the semi finals of the Rugby League World Championship.  Included in the coverage was an interview with Mr. Andy Kelly, the coach of the IIRLT.

Mr. Kelly spoke in what sounded like an English, possibly North Country, Lancashire or Yorkshire accent.  Mr. Kelly enthused with Ireland’s and his team’s success and gave a very courteous, warm and positive interview to the RTÉ sports commentator.  Following Mr. Kelly’s interview, Pat Kenny’s immediate response was the deeply offensive, snide and toxic comment, ‘Hmm, I would say he (Mr. Andy Kelly) is as Irish as Barack Obama’.
Station’s Response:

RTÉ does not accept that the remark was in any way offensive.  It was a simple harmless joke.  Part of the background to the joke is that Rugby League is not played to any significant extent in Ireland and the players representing Ireland in the World Cup are mostly qualified to represent Ireland on the basis of their parents’ or grandparents’ nationality.  Newspaper reports suggest that only four members of the Irish squad are Irish born and only two members of the first team. There has been scepticism expressed about just how Irish the Irish team is.  Comparisons with the Irish International soccer team are not relevant as most of the soccer squad is Irish born and the game is played throughout the country.

RTÉ cannot see any reason why Mr. Devine has taken offence at such a harmless remark.  There was no suggestion that people in general who do not have an Irish accent cannot be Irish as Mr. Devine seems to think. 

Decision of Commission:

The Commission has considered the broadcast, the submissions made by the complainant and the broadcaster.  The complaint concerns a comment made by the presenter in the course of a sports bulletin.  In assessing the complaint, the Commission had to have regard to the Code of Programme Standards, section 3.4 persons and groups in society.  The Commission noted that the sports report is a feature of the Today with Pat Kenny Show and involves interaction between the presenter and the sports reporter.  In this broadcast, the reporter opened the bulletin stating that there was good news for Ireland’s Irish Rugby League team and a short clip of an interview with the Irish coach was played.  It was evident to listeners that he had an English accent.  When the clip ended, the presenter quipped “about as Irish as Barack Obama is he?’  The reporter and presenter then laughed and the sports reporter then ended the item by stating, “a splendid victory, really unexpected victory Pat’.
On hearing the item, it was evident it was intended to be humorous and was drawn from issues in the public domain.  The ‘Irishness’ of the rugby league team was being held up to scrutiny at the time.  The Irish ancestry of Barack Obama had been a major news story in Ireland, including reports of an invitation to visit being extended to him from a particular village.  The tone and manner of the presenter was moderate with no evidence of intention to cause offence as submitted by the complainant.  

The humour was based on matters which were of public and media discourse.  The Commission found that a large majority of the audience would have understood the comment in this context.  Thus it would not be reasonable to infer that the joke sought to be, or was, offensive to, or demeaning of, the Irish coach.  The complaint was rejected with regard to the Code of Programme Standards, 3.4 persons & groups in society.
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