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Broadcasting Complaints Commission

Coimisidn um Ghearain Chraolachain





Complaint made by: Mr. Terry Conlan,  Ref: 211/04

	Station: 
 
	Programme:
  
	Date:

	TG4
	'Neelo'
	24 October 2004


Summary of Complaint:

Mr. Conlan's complaint, under Section(b)(taste & decency) of the Broadcasting Act 2001, relates to the programme 'Neelo'.  The programme dealt with the Lakota Tribe in the USA and whilst what much of the presenter said was fair comment, the complainant asserts that there is simply no excuse for the gratuitous insult offered to the Catholic Church.  

The camera panned over the countryside and showed a wooden church building which 'Neelo' identified as Catholic and the subtitles then called it 'this disgusting church'.  The complainant feels this is quite outrageous and in a prepared and edited documentary is quite unacceptable.  The complainant wonders would such language be used in dealing with other religions – he doubts it.

His objection to the programme was its implications of the Catholic Church in the happenings of North America.  He did not see any distinction made between the 'institution' of the Church and a building/structure.  He maintains that in all circumstances this programme was gratuitously offensive to him as a Catholic.

Station’s Response:

TG4, in its response, states that the series in question is a travelogue in which the presenter spends time with and comments on the culture and lifestyles of various minority and special interest groups around the world.  In the edition complained of he spends time with various native American tribes on their reservations, meeting community leaders, learning of their history and of their current situation.  The segment of the programme complained of deals with historical facts, particularly on religious matters as it recalls conditions imposed on the tribes after the ending of the wars with the US Army and the re-allocation of tribal lands to white settlers.

It recounts the establishment of the 'reservations' for Native Americans and the conditions placed on those tribes forced to settle in these confined areas.  The programme presenter refers to the imposition of Christianity on the natives and specifically to how the white man's church building design must have been very alien for tribes whose spirituality was built on an innate empathy with the open air and with wide open spaces.  It is in this context that the presenter refers to a particular church building being disgusting and destroying the landscape.  Given the context, and its current condition, few would argue that it is a pretty building or sympathetic to the ambient landscape.  

TG4 does not accept that this segment of the programme is gratuitously offensive to Catholics or Christians or the contravention of any code.  TG4 feels that the complainant has misinterpreted a comment on the aesthetic and architectural merits of a particular building and tried to represent it as being a reference to the Catholic Church as an institution.  This complaint should be rejected.

Decision of the Commission:

The Broadcasting Complaints Commission rejected the complaint made by Mr. Terry Conlan.  The Commission was of the view that TG4 did not breach Section 24(2)(b)(taste & decency).  While the Commission is aware that using such a description for a church may cause offence, the context in which the description was made must be taken into consideration.  This segment of the programme discussed the colonisation of the Native Americans.  It was a factual discussion that included the issue of the enforcement of Christianity, a religion that was totally alien to the beliefs of the Native Americans.  It also dealt with the Catholic Church's part in the colonisation.  The reference to the church reflected these facts.  In stating such facts, the presenter did so in a judicious and impartial manner.  The reporting was responsible.  The Commission was of the opinion that it was unlikely to cause offence.  The complaint not upheld.
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