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Broadcasting Complaints Commission

Coimisidn um Ghearain Chraolachain





Complaint made by: Mr. Eoin O’Mahony                             Ref. No.   203/07
	Station: 
 
	Programme:
  
	Date:

	2FM
	Gerry Ryan Show
	24 July 2007


Complaint Summary:

Mr. O’Mahony’s complaint, submitted under Section 24(2)(d)(taste & decency: Code of Programme Standards – violent/sexual content & protection of children), relates to an interview on the Gerry Ryan Show with the author of the book Manhunters: Criminal Profilers and their Search for the World’s Most Wanted Serial Killers.  Mr. O’Mahony states that during the show, Gerry Ryan and his guest described various methods used by different serial killers.  One such killer was described as “cutting off the breasts and vagina of his victims”.  They went on to discuss “sexual arousal” and “masturbation” as features of some of these crimes.  The presence of the head of a victim in a killer’s fridge was seen as funny.  There was reference to violent sex.  Drilling into the heads of victims and pouring superglue was another of the many violent acts described.  The whole show made grisly listening.

Mr. O’Mahony further states that as a parent of young children, he was glad they were not listening.  He feels that possibly thousands of children, on their summer holidays, were listening.  He asked “how many teenagers listening to this programme needed to hear it and what good would it do them”?  “And what harm”?  The explicit, violent and sexual nature of the content was unprecedented in his radio experience, and stomach turning in the extreme.  This was over 18’s radio, at half ten in the morning, during school holidays.

Station’s Response: 

RTÉ states that Gerry Ryan prefaced the interview with the author by asking what makes someone a serial killer.  He described the book as a disturbing and fascinating read that looks at what motivates the most evil of people.  At all times during the course of the interview, the conversation remained focussed on understanding the minds of serial killers.  The activities of the murderers, as described by the author, were gruesome and did not make easy listening but were only included in the programme as part of the context which was required to further understand the topic.

They further state that regular listeners to the Show are familiar with the subject matter that frequently crops up on this programme.  A programme like this would not have caused any upset to regular listeners.  Any parents listening with their children, because of the school holidays, would have heard Gerry Ryan prefacing the interview with “what the book was about” and could easily change the channel.  The discussion was editorially justified as necessary to understand the mindset of serial killers and the means by which criminal profilers identify possible suspects.  Listeners were warned in advance of the discussion about what was coming up.  The subject under discussion was within the regular audience’s expectations of the programme’s content.  The language used was at all times technical and scientific.  There was no exaggeration or humour employed by the presenter.

Decision of the Commission:  
The Commission has considered the broadcast, the submissions made by the complainant and the broadcaster.  The discussion in question was with the author of a book on serial killers, Mr. Colin Wilson.  It was therefore inevitably likely to include references to murders and to sexual activities.  What the Commission must consider in assessing this complaint is whether the broadcaster treated the subject matter with due responsibility given the time of broadcast during the school holidays.  The Code of Programme Standards imposes on a broadcaster the following obligation, under section 2.3 (iii) -  ‘particular care shall be taken in the following circumstances; when scheduling programme material during school holidays when the viewing and listening patterns of children can change’.  Under this Code, the broadcaster must ensure that graphic violent and sexual content is justified by context.

The Commission must also have regard to relevant contextual factors including the type of programme, the target audience and the use of audience information.  The Gerry Ryan show is a talk show aimed at an adult audience and one which is known for discussing controversial issues.  At the start of this particular broadcast, the presenter set the context for the forthcoming discussion.  His introduction included: -

‘What makes a serial killer?  And indeed more to the point, can they be caught.  The reality is that they can be caught by understanding what makes a serial killer in the first place delving into the dark and indeed evil world that many of these people inhabit.......a new book........world’s worst mass murderers who were brought to justice.....a disturbing but fascinating read, an insight into man’s inhumanity to man and an account of the good people who bend heaven and earth to bring these killers to justice...the author is one of the world’s leading authorities on the subject....’. 
Therefore, the listener was made aware from the start of the likely content of the subsequent discussion.  Regular listeners to the show would expect topics of this nature to be addressed.  The Commission noted that the discussion did contain references to murders and to the sexual activities of some of the mass murderers, as submitted by the complainant.  While the Commission acknowledges that some listeners may find such material offensive, the context in which such references were used must be taken into consideration.  The topic was about mass murderers and how authorities try and pursue such criminals.  In the course of the discussion, the presenter questioned and delved into the interviewee’s work in this area.  The whole tenor of the piece was to provide the listener with a sense of what is in the mind of mass murderers and how technology and psychoanalysis are being used in today’s world to detect such criminals.   The Commission also had regard to the moderate tone of the interview.

The topic of serial killers is of public interest.  It is also a topic with which the public are very familiar.  Such crimes attract phenomenal media attention, both in print and broadcasting.  They are also much written about in books.  The Commission acknowledges that the subject matter was of an adult nature.  The Commission also notes that there were references to crimes as submitted by the complainant.  What was being discussed was why a person would commit such sadistic crimes.  On a number of occasions the presenter described what a serial killer had done.  Such detail was presented as matter of fact and was infrequent.  Also, at no stage did either the presenter or the interviewee try to use such material gratuitously.  There was no evidence of flippant humour as submitted by the complainant.

The Commission notes that the complainant objected to the broadcast additionally on the grounds that more care should have been taken as children were on school holidays.  The Commission acknowledges that children should be protected from material which could cause distress to them.  In the opinion of the Commission, the material in this broadcast of the Gerry Ryan show was unlikely to disturb children.  While the subject matter was distasteful, the material was dealt with in a responsible manner.  The details of crimes were spoken about infrequently.  The discussion was such that younger children would not have comprehended the topic.  Also, the Commission was of the opinion that older children would have comprehended the context in which the references were made i.e. in the context of serial killers. 

Given the type of programme, the warning at the start of the broadcast and the manner in which the subject matter was treated, the Commission was of the view that this broadcast was unlikely to cause widespread offence.  The infrequent references to the details of murder were justified by context and the presenter also kept the details of the sexual violence to a minimum.  The programme sought to inform the viewer as to how a serial killer thinks.  Therefore, references to the types of murder committed would be expected and needed to build such profiles.  The inclusion of the violent material had editorial justification.  The Commission was also of the view that the tone and manner of the programme, and the treatment of the subject matter, made it suitable for broadcasting in the schedule aimed at an adult audience.  The complaint was rejected with reference to Section 24(2)(d)(taste & decency: Code of Programme Standards).
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