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Broadcasting Complaints Commission

Coimisidn um Ghearain Chraolachain





Complaint made by: Mr. Patrick Walsh   Ref. No. 07/06
	Station: 
 
	Programme:
  
	Date:

	RTÉ Radio 1
	‘Tonight with Vincent Browne’
	15 December 2005


Complaint Summary:

Mr. Walsh’s complaint, under Section 24(2)(b)(taste and decency) of the Broadcasting Act 2001, refers to an item on the Vincent Browne programme.  A participant in a discussion (Mr. Theo Dorgan) expressed regret that an unnamed individual (a member of the Government) had not died in 2005.  The programme presenter, Mr. Vincent Browne, did not demur or disassociate himself from this remark.  The presenter, a veteran journalist at broadcasting and print media and barrister had invited the contributors to name people “who should have died in 2005?”  One female contributor resiled and expressed distaste for the exercise – this was in direct response to being asked the same question.  

He feels the discussion was inappropriate, distasteful and offensive to the listener not to mention the individual referred to and his family.  This is the lowest form of debate and unworthy of a serious current affairs programme on a Public Service broadcaster.  Not even Hitler, Stalin or Saadam were subjected to such obdury masquerading as humour.

Mr. Walsh states that he has never heard anyone ever talk about “people who should have died” - even in the most juvenile salacious drunken pub banter.  If, as RTÉ claim it was jocose, it’s still inappropriate, distasteful and offensive.  If a racist remark is made in a jocose manner for example, does that make it any less racist?  On the contrary, it could be argued that it exacerbates the racism, by providing the cynical cover of humour for the real intent, certain stand up comedians employ this tactic, and this is what he believes happened on the Vincent Brown programme. 

Station’s Response:

RTÉ believe Mr. Walsh has failed to appreciate that the remarks that led to this complaint were made in jest and were no more than light hearted banter which prefaced a serious discussion about people who had died in 2005.  The programme presenter, Vincent Browne, opened the programme by saying “we’re going to talk about people who died in 2005”.  He then introduced the contributors in studio.  He then said:

“It’s hard not to be slightly frivolous about people who died in 2005 because Theo Dorgan wants to know can we talk about people who should have died, which is very unkind of you, Theo.  Did you have anyone particularly in mind?”

Theo Dorgan replied:

“I have a very particular person in mind.  He knows who he is.  What was Myles (na Gopaleen) famous formulation? A present Minister in the government, a Minister in the present government who shall remain nameless”

This was followed by laughter.  Dorgan then expressed the view:

“Myles has probably lost me my job on radio”.

Vincent Browne then asked another contributor, Mary Raftery, for her view.  Ms. Raftery replied:

“I feel that would be a terrible thing to say to wish somebody dead.  But there are people you might wish to be in a bad place for a little while”.

This was followed by more laughter and the presenter then returned to the topic under discussion, people who had actually died in 2005.  RTÉ state it is clear from the transcript that all the references to people who should have died in 2005 were meant as jokes and that there was no intention of giving offence to anyone.  RTÉ regret that Mr. Walsh found the remarks offensive, but believes that he failed to comprehend the tone of the remarks which were clearly not meant to be taken literally.

Decision of the Commission:  

The Commission has considered the broadcast, the submissions made by the complainant and the broadcaster.  The broadcast piece in question was light-hearted in manner and the tone was at all times gentle and humorous.  While the content of the humour may not have been to all tastes, it was unlikely to cause widespread offence.  In the context of the broadcast, the Commission believes that the issue was broached in a manner which was designed to amuse the listener, to entertain.  It was told in a reasonably jocular and what the Commission believes to be a harmless manner with no evidence of gratuitous offence.  The complaint made by Mr. Patrick Walsh has been rejected with reference to Section 24(2)(b)(taste & decency, pursuant to RTÉ's 'Programme-Makers' Guidelines') of the Broadcasting Act 2001.
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