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Broadcasting Complaints Commission

Coimisidn um Ghearain Chraolachain





Complaint made by:  Mr. Paul McAviney                                        Ref. No. 342/09
	Station: 
 
	Programme:
  
	Date:

	RTÉ One
	The Sunday Game Live

The Sunday Game
	24 May 2009


Complaint Summary:

Mr. McAviney’s complaint is submitted under Section 24(2)(d)(Code of Programme Standards: section 3.5.1 factual programming).  Mr. McAviney states he wishes to complain in the strongest possible terms at the biased and unfair coverage of the Derry versus Monaghan game.  On the live Sunday Game programme and on the later show itself, RTÉ had Derry pundits present, Joe Brolly and Anthony Tohill, who were totally against Monaghan and ridiculously soft on Derry 

Monaghan lost the game but RTÉ made it considerably worse by allowing two Derry people to insult the Monaghan team and excuse the Derry team. 
Mr. McAviney was at the game and insists that two Monaghan players were targeted and hit and punched so much in the first 10 minutes, that in the area of the stand he was in, people were incensed at the failure of the referee or the linesmen to stop it. 

The complainant states that he is certain that the Derry team were guiltier of dirty cynical play and that RTÉ, by allowing a Derry pundit on each of the two biggest GAA programmes, provided them with a platform to excuse Derry and blame Monaghan. 

Station’s Response:
RTÉ states that they had a principle commentator and an analyst at the game providing commentary.  In addition they had a presenter and three commentators in studio to provide half-time and post match analysis.  These six people provided a range of views about the match and the merits or otherwise of the two teams.  RTÉ does not accept Mr. McAviney’s criticism that the commentary and analysis was biased in favour of Derry.
In addition RTÉ also had a presenter and two commentators on the highlights show later that evening who also provided a range of views about the match Derry v Monaghan and the merits or otherwise of both teams.  In total, this means that there were nearly a dozen different presenters and commentators in a position to give their views on the game.  Surely this represents a sufficiently broad range of opinions to guarantee balance.

In the broadcast of all sports events part of the entertainment value for the audience is listening to the post-match analysis and agreeing or disagreeing with what they hear.  RTÉ on this occasion provided a range of experts who expressed a range of views and challenged some of the views they heard from their co-panellists.
RTÉ can understand how many viewers’ reaction to what they see and hear at football games may be interpreted as partisan in that their support for their own team can influence their judgment.  There is nothing wrong with this.  Passionate support for teams is part of the attraction of football and the sport would be the loser if every reaction was dispassionate. 

A final point RTÉ wishes to make is that the statutory obligation to be impartial, objective and fair only applies to news and current affairs.  Sports analysis is not part of news and current affairs.  Sports commentators have greater licence to express their personal views and to criticise what they see on the sports field.  Having said this, it is RTÉ’s view that the analysis of the game between Monaghan and Derry was objective, impartial and fair.
Decision of Commission:

The Commission has considered the broadcast, the submissions made by the complainant and the broadcaster.  The complaint concerns comments made by panel members during two broadcasts; The Sunday Game Live and The Sunday Game.

In assessing these complaints, the Commission must include contextual factors.  In this regard, the format of the programme is important.  It is common practice when broadcasting live sporting events and highlights of such events that broadcasters include panels of experts.  Regular viewers would be familiar with this format and one can expect that the panel members will express their own views and opinions.  With regard to these particular broadcasts, the panellists proffered their opinions on what they all considered a poor viewing contest.  What is important to the Commission is that the commentary was fair.

The Sunday Game Live
The Commission noted that the panel for this broadcast consisted of Mr. Joe Brolly, Mr. Colm O’Rourke and Mr. Pat Spillane.  On viewing the broadcast, it was evident that the general reaction to the game was that it was poor due to the negative style of play and the level of incidents throughout the game.  It was also evident that blame was apportioned to both sides; no-one side was singled-out as submitted by the complainant.  While the Commission noted that Mr. Brolly did state that he was delighted Monaghan had lost as he did not like their style of play, in the opinion of the Commission, his tone and tenor were moderate throughout.  There was no evidence of intent to target one team over the other.  Further, Mr. Brolly’s contribution had to be considered in the context of the overall panel contribution.  

The panellists and the presenter all agreed that the game was spoiled due to the negative style of play.  Viewers would have seen the game and were in a position to evaluate Mr. Brolly’s and the other panellists’ contributions.  This included negative comments from Mr. Brolly about incidents involving Derry players and one incident in particular which he said was ‘unforgiveable’.  This format of programming is part and parcel of the broadcasting of sports events.  The panellists interpreted the action as they saw it.  In the Commission's view the tone and manner of the discussion were fair and justified by context.  The complaint was rejected with regard to the Code of Programme Standards: section 3.5.2 factual programming.
The Sunday Game
The Commission noted that the panel for this programme was Mr. Anthony Tohill, Mr. Tony Davis and Mr. Joe Kernan.  Again, the general consensus was that the game was disappointing and not the type of game that the GAA or supporters want to see.  The Commission noted that there was also a consensus that both teams were at fault.  This fact was clearly stated by all three panel members in the course of the discussion.  Further, the programme included replays of various incidents during the game in which both sides had been involved.  At no stage was one-side vilified over the other.  As with the earlier programme, the panellists interpreted the action as they saw it.  In the Commission’s view the tone and manner of the discussion were fair and justified by context.  The complaint was rejected with regard to the Code of Programme Standards: section 3.5.2 factual programming.
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