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Broadcasting Complaints Commission

Coimisidn um Ghearain Chraolachain





Complaint made by:  Mr. Shane Brady                                          Ref. No. 315/09
	Station: 
 
	Programme:
  
	Date:

	RTÉ 2FM
	The Gerry Ryan Show
	29 April 2009


Complaint Summary:

Mr. Brady’s complaint is submitted under Section 24(2)(d)(Code of Programme Standards: section 3.3.1 coarse and offensive language).  Mr. Brady states that Gerry Ryan was discussing blasphemy and made reference to God using bad language.  An intelligent discussion on blasphemy could have taken place without Gerry Ryan using bad language.
Station’s Response:

RTÉ states in his daily review of the newspapers Gerry Ryan reported coverage of a proposed introduction by the Minister for Justice of a new law in regard to blasphemy.  He gave a couple of examples where comments might be regarded as blasphemous.  He asked listeners to contact the programme if they had something to say on the topic.

About an hour later he returned to the topic when he spoke to a listener called Nuala. Gerry Ryan and Nuala had a calm and intelligent conversation on the problems that arise when people take offence at views expressed by other people and the conflicting rights of freedom of expression and the avoidance of giving offence.  At one stage in the conversation Gerry Ryan posed  a theoretical question Would it be considered blasphemous if someone said on air that “God is a bollocks”?  He said that he accepted such a remark was coarse and unpleasant and that people would be offended, but he asked was it blasphemous? 

Mr. Brady’s complaint is about this remark.  He says that the programme included a reference to God using bad language.  Mr. Brady is mistaken in his recall of what was actually broadcast.  This was a hypothetical situation, where someone says “God is a bollocks” and the question is then posed, was this blasphemous.  There was no suggestion whatsoever that God would ever use such coarse language.  The reference was to a person making this statement, not God.

RTÉ is unclear whether the complaint is that the reference to God as a bollocks was blasphemous or whether it is a complaint about the use of the word bollocks is simply unacceptable language and therefore in breach of the Code of Programme Standards in regard to Coarse and Offensive Language.  Irrespective of which understanding is the basis of Mr. Brady’s complaint, RTÉ is of the view that when taken in the context of a serious discussion on the subject of blasphemy the inclusion of the expression was justified. 

Decision of Commission:

The Commission has considered the broadcast, the submissions made by the complainant and the broadcaster.  The complaint concerns the use of the word bollocks by the presenter.  In assessing this complaint, the Commission had to consider the context in which it was used.  The discussion in the programme was about the proposed new law in regard to blasphemy.  The presenter was in discussion with a participant to the programme concerning what is actually blasphemous; how is blasphemy determined?  He then stated that in order to consider the matter he was going to make a statement which they could then use to explore the issue of blasphemy.  Prior to making his statement, he informed the viewer that some listeners might not like what he was going to say and when he said it, he acknowledged it was coarse and not to some peoples liking.  However, he said it was necessary to fully explore and debate the issue of what could be considered blasphemy.  While the Commission would acknowledge that the presenter could have chosen a more appropriate word, when heard in context it was evident it was said to generate debate and develop the discussion.  He used vernacular language which is in keeping with the style of his presentation.  His tone was matter-of-fact and moderate.  Further, regular listeners to the programme would expect such presentation style.  When heard in context and taking into account audience expectations, the Commission found that the content was unlikely to cause widespread offence.  The complaint was rejected with regard to Section 24(2)(d) Code of Programme Standards.
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