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Broadcasting Complaints Commission

Coimisidn um Ghearain Chraolachain





Complaint made by:  Mr. Patrick Flynn                                          Ref. No. 336/09
	Station: 
 
	Programme:
  
	Date:

	RTÉ One
	The Angelus
	21 May 2009


Complaint Summary:

Mr. Flynn’s complaint is submitted under Section 24(2)(d)(Code of Programme Standards: sections 3.4.2 and 3.4.5 persons and groups in society).  The complainant states that the national broadcaster, by broadcasting the Angelus, is affording the Catholic Church a special place that no other belief system receives. This discrimination of the basis of religious belief is illegal in this country. The catastrophic social consequences which can arise from this discrimination in favour of one religious group have been highlighted by the Ryan report.  Mr. Flynn found it deeply offensive when the Angelus was broadcast directly before the news of the scandal of the abuse of children by the Catholic religious orders.

This again emphasises the unquestioning reverence afforded to the Catholic Church in this country.  This unquestioning attitude to the Church led directly to a failure by the State to monitor and place proper controls on the religious orders.  
The broadcast of the Angelus is offensive in that it signals that the Catholic faith is held in special esteem by the national broadcaster above all other faiths.  Mr. Flynn believes it inappropriate for the type of society we all wish to live in the future.

Station’s Response:
RTÉ television and radio broadcasts two kinds of religious programming.  They broadcast worship programmes and programmes which deal with religious and spiritual topics.  The former includes Roman Catholic Masses and Protestant Services, the latter includes such programmes as Would you Believe on television and the Spirit Moves on radio.  

RTÉ has been broadcasting the Angelus on radio since the early 1950’s and on television since the beginning of broadcasting in 1962.  They regard the broadcast of the Angelus as part of their fulfilment of their statutory obligation as defined in section 17 of the 1960 Broadcasting Act and as amended in section 13 of the 1976 Broadcasting act.  This states that RTÉ in its programming should be responsive to the interest and concerns of the whole community… ensure that programmes reflect the various elements which make up the culture of the people of the whole island.

RTÉ has interpreted this section to mean that there is an obligation to make programmes which reflect the religious views of all the people of Ireland.  To achieve this they broadcast services of all the main Christian religions in Ireland.  In regard to the Islamic and Jewish religions they mark significant events with broadcasts by Imams and Rabbis.  RTÉ’s religious programming policy is similar to that found in other European public service broadcasters. 

The broadcast of the Angelus has to be seen in the context of their overall coverage of religious affairs on radio and television.  Whilst they recognise that the Angelus is a Catholic prayer, RTÉ believes that people of other faiths can use the minute as an opportunity for reflection or personal prayer.   RTÉ has no evidence that other faiths find the broadcast of the Angelus oppressive or discriminatory.  The matter has been raised with Church leaders of all faiths and none has expressed any concern about the broadcast of the Angelus.  On the contrary, it appears that faith leaders welcome this modest recognition of the spiritual amongst the competing material demands of broadcasting. 

To uphold this complaint would bring into question all the worship programming broadcast on RTÉ.  This would deny RTÉ its statutory responsibility of reflecting in its programming that side of Irish culture which is found in religious belief.
RTÉ makes the point that it was a series of investigations by RTÉ in the 1990’s into the abuse of children in institutional care that led to the setting up of the Inquiry and that without the stimulus of RTÉ’s investigative journalism; the Ryan Report might never have been commissioned.

Decision of Commission:

The Commission has considered the broadcast, the submissions made by the complainant and the broadcaster.  The complainant objects to the broadcast of the Angelus on the grounds that it discriminates and it is offensive.  

In assessing a complaint, the Commission has regard to the content of the broadcast material, which on this occasion is the Angelus.  The Angelus is broadcast twice daily by RTÉ and is one minute in duration.  The Commission would acknowledge that the Angelus is synonymous with the Catholic religion.  However, under Section 3.4.2 a broadcaster must ensure that it does not condone or support discrimination against any person or section of the community on the basis of religion.  The Commission could not determine that the broadcasting of the Angelus in itself shows, or proves, that the broadcaster supports or condones prejudice on grounds of religious belief and/or non-belief.  There is no basis for considering that the content of the Angelus is unjust, or that by broadcasting it the broadcaster condones and supports discrimination of religious belief and/or non-belief.  There are no grounds for alleging discrimination on foot of two-minutes of broadcasting in the daily schedule.  Under 3.4.5 a broadcaster must ensure that it takes due care in its treatment of religious issues to ensure it does not cause undue offence.  Therefore, in assessing this part of the complaint, the Commission had to consider is RTÉ causing unwarranted, un-called for offence by broadcasting the Angelus?  The Commission would acknowledge that there are people of many different religious faiths, and many of none, in Ireland today.  However, the broadcasting of the Angelus could not be considered to cause unwarranted offence to other religious belief or non-belief.  Whether a viewer is or is not of the Catholic religion, their belief or non-belief is not challenged or questioned by the content of the Angelus and therefore, the Commission could not see how it could cause undue offence. The Commission could find no evidence of the substance of the complaint as submitted by the complainant under Sections 3.4.2 and 3.4.5 of the Code of Programme Standards. The complaint was rejected with reference to Section 24(2)(d)(taste & decency; Code of Programme Standards).
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