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Broadcasting Complaints Commission

Coimisidn um Ghearain Chraolachain





Complaint made by: Mrs. Sheila Crowley                             Ref. No.   228/07
	Station: 
 
	Programme:
  
	Date:

	RTÉ One
	Reeling in the Years
	26 July 2007


Complaint Summary:

Mrs. Crowley’s complaint, submitted under 24(2)(d)(taste & decency: Code of Programme Standards – persons & groups in society) relates to the portrayal of a priest, Fr. Brendan Smyth, whose framed picture was surrounded by a stand containing lighted candles together with  the caption “suffer little children to come unto me”.  Mrs. Crowley believes this was a mockery of the teaching of Jesus Christ and an insult to Christians in the practice of their faith.  The scandal of child abuse must not be forgotten but the complainant queries whether the manner of presentation of this item was necessary?  Mrs. Crowley also questions whether similar insults would be tolerated by other religious communities.

Station’s Response: 

RTÉ state that Mrs. Crowley claims that the caption, alongside the photograph of Fr. Brendan Smyth read, “Suffer little children to come onto me”. This is not the case. In fact the caption read “Suffer little children”.  This is the title of the UTV programme which first brought to public attention the activities of Fr. Smyth.  The sequence used in the programme was taken exclusively from the UTV programme with that name.  The sequence with the framed photo, lighting candles and the caption is actually the opening sequence of the UTV programme.  

The Reeling in the Years series relies entirely on the use of archive images. It is in this sense a historical record.  The Fr. Brendan Smyth sequence is part of the historic record and also part of the visual record of the 1990s.   It does not reflect in any way on the editorial position of RTÉ.  What was broadcast was an accurate account of a paedophile priest who sexually abused children over several decades. RTÉ state that both the imagery and commentary were accurate at all times.
Decision of the Commission:  
The Commission has considered the broadcast, the submissions made by the complainant and the broadcaster.  The series “Reeling in the Years” is a factual programme which revisits the major events at a particular time in Irish recent history.  In this particular broadcast, reference was made to the paedophile priest, Fr. Brendan Smyth.

In assessing this complaint, the Commission had regard to the Code of Programme Standards and in particular, section 3.5 “factual programming – news, current affairs and documentaries”.  A broadcaster must ensure that in such programming emphasis on religion is justified in the context of the programme or in the public interest.  The Commission was of the view that the references and portrayal of Fr. Smyth were justified in the context of the programme.  Fr. Smyth was a Catholic priest, who committed horrific crimes against boys and girls.  The piece in this broadcast reflected these facts.  The opening sequence is of a darkened room with a framed picture of Fr. Smyth in the background.  The camera zooms towards the framed picture, passing over lighted candles with the caption ‘suffer little children’.  In the opinion of the Commission, the candles were used to emphasise the religious aspect of the item and not to denigrate or castigate in anyway a Catholic ritual/sacrament.  The Commission also noted the narration that followed these visuals, which included: -

‘This is the story of a Catholic priest who’s also a paedophile.  A man who for over four decades brutally sexually abused, from as young as the age of six, both boys and girls.  Our investigation took us to the United States where Father Brendan Smyth was sent twice in an attempt to cover up his behaviour in Ireland.  In the event, he re-offended.  To Germany........’
The broadcast accurately portrayed facts about Fr. Smyth.  The religious aspect was integral to such a news item and it was also of public interest.  When taken in context, the religious imagery was justified.  The complaint was rejected with regard to Section 24(2)(d)(taste & decency: Code of Programme Standards).
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