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Broadcasting Complaints Commission

Coimisidn um Ghearain Chraolachain





Complaint made by:  Mr. Daniel Reynolds   Ref. Nos. 116/07 & 117/07

	Station: 
 
	Programme:
  
	Date:

	RTÉ 2FM
	Colm & Jim-Jim Show
	21 April 2007

25 April 2007


Complaint Summary:

Mr. Reynolds' complaints, made under the Code of Programme Standards, relates to comedy sketches broadcast during the Colm & Jim-Jim Show on 2FM.  He submits that a character phones up people and then pretends to have a speech impediment and intellectual disability – so that the person answering the phone cannot understand what he is saying, or reason with him.  When the victim on the phone cannot understand what he is saying he passes the phone to his 'brother' – who has a similar speech problem.

The broadcasts complained of are;

1. 21 April 2007, he phoned a B & B, and

2. on 25 April 2007 he phoned an opticians

The complainant states that he enjoys listening to humorous sketches on the radio; however he finds it is very poor taste to rely on speech/learning difficulties to raise a laugh.  He thought that modern day Ireland had matured beyond the 'village idiot' scenario to entertain people.  This type of ridicule towards people with speech/learning difficulties just adds to the feeling of low self-esteem and reinforces prejudice.

Station’s Response:

RTÉ submit that the two sketches were skits on telephone conversations.  The comedian making the calls is PJ Gallagher who is the comic behind the RTÉ Two TV series Naked Camera which recently won an award as the best entertainment show on television.  RTÉ regard the sketches as harmless and unlikely to give offence to listeners.  It is true the degree of humour in the sketches is at the expense of the “victims”.  But this is always the case in candid camera type sketches.

RTÉ state that the character making the calls doesn't have a speech impediment as such.  Rather his voice is given an exaggerated echo.  Most listeners would appreciate the distinction and accept that the reverberation is part of the joke.  Certainly, there is no intention of broadcasting sketches at the expense of people with speech disabilities.

A lot of comedy maybe on the borderline of giving some offence.  Tastes in comedy vary enormously and what some people find harmless and funny others find tasteless and objectionable.  The Colm and Jim-Jim Show is designed to be a light-hearted entertaining programme with an appeal for younger listeners.  Its broadcast is designed to complement Morning Ireland on RTÉ Radio 1 and gives the public a choice between news and current affairs and entertainment.  It is inevitable that some of its humour is going to cause occasional offence.

RTÉ has no evidence whatsoever that the comedy sketches broadcast on 21 & 25 April 2007 caused any listener’s offence.  The RTÉ information log for all complaints received in the week of broadcast contains no complaints about the Colm and Jim-Jim Show.  Mr. Reynolds' complaints are the only complaints the BCC has received.  On this basis it would be hard to conclude that the sketches gave offence and certainly, not undue offence.

RTÉ further submits that in the sketches the speech distortion is made so “unnatural” so as to ensure that listeners are not encouraged to laugh at people with real speech impediments but rather to laugh at the victims of the comedian's pranks. 

Decision of the Commission:  

The Commission has considered the broadcast, the submissions made by the broadcaster and the complainant.  The broadcast items concern comedy sketches aired during the morning schedule on 2FM on 21 and 25 April last.  The sketch broadcast on 21 April was based on the comedian calling a dental surgery in the UK in the guise of requiring a dental appointment.  The sketch on 25 April was based on the comedian calling a B&B in the UK in the guise that he wished to make a complaint about his stay in the B&B in 1996.  It was evident to the listener from the outset that both pieces were ‘wind-ups’.   Both recipients of the calls were women.  They attempted to deal with the comedian’s queries and both seemed to be fooled by him.  It was clear that both women found it hard to understand what was being said.  The Commission noted that in both sketches the comedian’s accent was exaggerated and over-the-top.  He pronounced words incorrectly and repeated himself continually.  However, the incorrect pronunciation was so overstated, and the accent so faked, that the listener would recognise the unrealistic nature of the sketches.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                       

The Commission would acknowledge that humour often walks a tightrope with regard to taste and decency.  The new Code of Programme Standards requires broadcasters to consider the manner in which persons and groups in society are represented; representation ‘shall be appropriate and justifiable’.  Broadcasters must also take measures ‘to ensure that programme material does not stereotype or stigmatise people with a disability’.  

In the opinion of the Commission, the humour in the sketches was based on the women’s difficulty to understand what the comedian was saying.  They found it hard to understand the comedian due to his accent and pronunciation.  On hearing the broadcast items, the Commission was of the view that the listener would discern that they were sketches based on practical jokes.  They would recognise that the butt of the humour was the wind-up played on the two women. The comedian spoke in an exaggerated, overdramatic and almost ‘unreal’ manner.  It was evident that he was acting and that he was trying to raise a laugh at the expense of the two women.  Both sketches were totally unrealistic, far-fetched.  When the humour is taken in context, the Commission could not determine that the sketches unfairly represented a group in society and/or stigmatised people with speech impediments.  The complaint was rejected with regard to the Code of Programme Standards: 3.4.1 and 3.4.3.
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