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Broadcasting Complaints Commission

Coimisidn um Ghearain Chraolachain





Complaint made by:  Mr. Oisin Murphy                                        Ref. No. 366/09
	Station: 
 
	Programme:
  
	Date:

	RTÉ Two
	Live Soccer; Commentary
	18 June 2009


Complaint Summary:

Mr. Murphy’s complaint is submitted under Section 24(2)(d)(Code of Programme Standards: section 3.5.3 factual programming).  The complaint states that he was disgusted at George Hamilton's disrespectful and unprofessional lapse into tribal schadenfreude following Egypt's victory over Italy in the Confederations Cup on Thursday 18th June.  Mr. Murphy claims that with seconds to go in the match, he triumphantly jeered: "Silvio Berlusconi; your boys have taken one hell [adopting a mock Italian accent and elongating the "ll" in "hell"] of a beating!"  Were it not enough that he appeared to take joy in the defeat of a professional football team representative of a large, proud European nation, his invocation of a faux-Italian drawl was both offensively racist and highly contemptuous of a team for whom he could have no evident reason to dislike.  Moreover, the spurious connection made between the Prime Minister of Italy and their national football team speaks volumes about the sheer ignorance of Mr Hamilton's overtly racist broadside - directing his taunts not only at the players on the pitch, but at their Head of State - at the Italian nation in general.

Mr. Murphy states that he is aware that Mr. Hamilton has been a long-serving member of the RTÉ commentary team, but his actions on this night were simply unacceptable.  They are rendered all the more despicable by the fact that he did not correct himself, nor was he challenged on his conduct by his co-commentator.
Station’s Response:
RTÉ states that Mr. Murphy’s complaint refers to a remark made by RTÉ’s commentator, George Hamilton, just before the final whistle was blown.  The underdogs, Egypt, had defeated the favourites, the World Champions Italy.  There was great excitement in the stadium as Egypt hung on precariously to their one goal lead.  George Hamilton in capturing the moment said in a mock Norwegian accent “Silvio Berlusconi, your boys have taken a hell of a beating!”  This entirely innocent remark has led to Mr. Murphy’s complaint.

The remark was a parody of a famous occasion in 1981 when another team of underdogs, this time Norway, defeated England in a World Cup qualifying match. The match commentator for Norway radio said: 

We are the best in the world! We are the best in the world! We have beaten England 2-1 in football!! It is completely unbelievable! We have beaten England! England, birthplace of giants. Lord Nelson, Lord Beaverbrook, Sir Winston Churchill, Sir Anthony Eden, Clement Attlee, Henry Cooper, Lady Diana--we have beaten them all. We have beaten them all. Maggie Thatcher can you hear me?" 

"Maggie Thatcher, I have a message for you in the middle of the election campaign. I have a message for you: We have knocked England out of the football World Cup. Maggie Thatcher, as they say in your language in the boxing bars around Madison Square Garden in New York: Your boys took a hell of a beating! Your boys took a hell of a beating!"

This reaction by Bjorge Lillelien on Norwegian radio was delivered in a mixture of  Norwegian and English and quickly became famous throughout the footballing world where it was frequently quoted with affection and good humour.  It captured the zeitgeist of the moment perfectly, a David and Goliath moment where the underdog defeats the favourites. 

In RTÉ’s view, George Hamilton’s humorous parodying of this famous moment in football commentary was perfectly appropriate and reflected exactly what was required from a commentator whose task it is to capture the atmosphere of a game. 

Mr. Murphy uses terms such as offensively racist, highly contemptuous, insidious ignorant comments and sheer ignorance in his characterization of George Hamilton’s commentary.  RTÉ believes Mr. Murphy fundamentally misunderstood what George Hamilton was doing when he made the remark “Silvio Berlusconi, your boys have taken a hell of a beating”.  The language Mr. Murphy uses is entirely unfair to a highly regarded professional sports journalist.  Mr. Murphy demands that RTÉ should apologise for George Hamilton’s remarks.  RTÉ has no intention whatsoever of apologising.  We believe there is nothing to apologise for.

Decision of Commission:

The Commission has considered the broadcast, the submissions made by the complainant and the broadcaster.  The complaint concerns a comment by a sports commentator near the end of a live football match.  In assessing this complaint, the Commission had to have regard to the context in which the comments were made.  

The football game in question was between Egypt and Italy in the Confederations Cup being held in South Africa.  The Egyptians were winning the match one - nil.  On viewing the broadcast, it was evident that the atmosphere at the stadium was highly charged.  It was played in Johannesburg and the largely African audience was jubilant given that the ‘underdogs’ Egypt were beating the World Champions Italy.  In the opinion of the Commission, the commentary reflected the atmosphere and the shock result that was imminent.  There was no evidence that the commentary was jeering and/or racist at any stage.  The Commission was of the opinion, whether the commentator’s accent was meant to be ‘Norwegian’ or ‘Italian’, was totally irrelevant.  What was of concern to the Commission was the tone and manner of his commentary.  The Commission noted that his tone and manner were reasonable and typical of sports commentary.  A shock result was on the cards and the commentator communicated this fact to the viewer in a professional and reasonable manner.  The Commission found that it would not be reasonable to infer that the comments of the commentator were inappropriate as submitted by the complainant.  The Commission was of the opinion that there was insufficient substance to the issues as raised by the complainant evident in the broadcast.  The complaint was rejected with regard to Section 24(2)(d) Code of Programme Standards, 3.5.3 factual programming.
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