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Broadcasting Complaints Commission

Coimisidn um Ghearain Chraolachain





Complaint made by:  Mr. John Wynne                                       Ref. No. 276/08
	Station: 
 
	Programme:
  
	Date:

	RTÉ Radio 1
	Risin’ Time: The Living Word
	29 July 2008


Complaint Summary:

Mr. Wynne’s complaint is submitted under Section 24(2)(d)(taste & decency, Code of Programme Standards: Section 2.1 general community standards).  The complainant states that reference was made to a donkey urinating and a woman sweeping away the urine.  Mr. Wynne believes this is not what one expects to hear in a meditative talk, nor at a time when many listeners would be having breakfast.  In his view, the material was in bad taste and fell short of expected standards of decency.

Station’s Response:

RTÉ states that ‘The Living Word’ is a short meditative talk usually on spiritual topics broadcast each morning on Radio 1.  The broadcast on the 29 July was given by the poet Oliver Marshall.  In his broadcast, he recounted his childhood in rural Ireland and the arrival each day of the milkman.  He contrasted this memory with his experience today of getting his milk in a carton from the supermarket.  The piece was a gentle reflective reminder of change and the pain sometimes felt at lost experiences of common everyday and unremarkable events.

RTÉ states that the complainant has taken exception to a reference in Mr. Marshall’s account to his recalling of the milkman’s donkey urinating in the street and his mother having to sweep away the urine.  He claims that this reference to a donkey’s urine is a breach of the Code of Programme Standards in regard to taste and decency.  RTÉ is firmly of the view that the entire story, including the reference to the donkey urinating, was edifying and entirely suitable for broadcast within ‘The Living Word’.  RTÉ further suggest that Mr. Wynne’s response does not in any way reflect the views of listeners to the programme who would not have found anything in the story to cause offence. 

Decision of Commission:

The Commission has considered the broadcast, the submissions made by the complainant and the broadcaster.  The complaint concerns the recounting of a childhood memory which included reference to an animal urinating.  In assessing the complaint, the Commission had to have regard to Section 2.1 of the Code of Programme Standards which requires that broadcasters ensure that ‘programme material shall not offend against commonly held standards considered acceptable in contemporary Irish society’.

In the broadcast item in question, a poet expressed his sense of loss in tradition through recounting the demise of the delivery milk man of his childhood.  The piece was called ‘The Milkman Calling’.  The poet reminisced about how natural was the old tradition of the milkman delivering milk from churns arriving ‘in a cart pulled by a jennet down from the mountain’.  He continued, ‘The cart swayed so much on the iron wheels that I thought it would fall apart.  He was too old to get out so he always got a passer by to knock on our door.  I had to interrupt my dinner to go out and hand him up a cream jug which he filled with milk ladled from a churn.  All I knew about him was his name and that he was from the mountains.  Sometimes the jennet urinated on the streets before the milkman flicked the reigns on its buck telling the iron wheels to move away……’.  He recounted how he used to watch his mother sweep the dirt away.  He also remembered that she strained the milk and how creamy the milk was, but how lumpy when it went off.  Towards the end of the piece he informs the listener that, ‘I buy my milk in the supermarket now, in a plastic carton that says on the side 99.7% fat free.  And in smaller print, the paper used to make this carton comes from well managed Nordic forests where tree growth is greater than tree felling’.  He now thinks of his mother sweeping away the rain and the leaves ‘in the quiet afternoons in this almost neighbourless neighbourhood’ and he ‘wakes at night to the sound of the milk cart going away’.   
On hearing this piece, it was evident that the poet was recounting a real and common memory of his childhood; the milkman arriving was part of everyday life.  He evoked this common scene as he had lived it and remembered it.  In the opinion of the Commission, it was an evocative and compassionate recount of the poet’s childhood memories of the arrival of the milk man.  There was no material which could be considered offensive or indecent.  The content was within acceptable standards.  The complaint was rejected with regard to the Code of Programme Standards, section 2.1 general community standards. 
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