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Broadcasting Complaints Commission

Coimisidn um Ghearain Chraolachain





Complaint made by: Mr. Kevin Conry                               Ref. No.189/07
	Station: 
 
	Programme:
  
	Date:

	RTÉ 2FM
	Gerry Ryan Show
	15 Jun 2007


Complaint Summary:

Mr. Conroy’s complaint, submitted under Section 24(2)(d)(taste & decency: Codes of Programme Standards) refers to gratuitous comments made by the presenter.

Mr. Conry states that during a conversation on this show, Gerry Ryan referred to Jesus as a “Palestinian terrorist”.  He found the use of this term unnecessary, inaccurate and grossly offensive.  The complainant believes that if a similar derogatory term was used to describe a figure head of any other religion, it would surely be deemed unacceptable.  During the course of the conversation on air, Mr. Ryan alluded to the fact that a complaint had been made about his use of this term before.  However, this did not prevent him from gratuitously re-using the term.  He later sarcastically referred to Jesus as a Palestinian freedom fighter but showed no regret for using the term “Palestinian terrorist”.  He went further to belittle a complainant’s legitimate right to complain.  In other words, he poured scorn on the whole process.  

The complainant states that his understanding of the BCC judgement on the previous occasion was that the use of this term was acceptable because it was used in a serious manner to generate debate as part of a live discussion.  This was not the case on this occasion.  Mr. Conry states that as a Catholic, he finds the use of the term “Palestinian terrorist” to describe Jesus, deeply insulting to his religious beliefs. 

Station’s Response: 

RTÉ state that during the show, Gerry Ryan was playfully thinking of people he might like to take out to dinner.  He suggested that he might like to go to the Shelbourne Hotel with Jesus Christ as his guest.  He then went into a make-believe voice in which he arrived at the Shelbourne Hotel to be told that there wasn’t a table free and he had no reservation.  Then he said that his guest was Jesus Christ, to which he thought of a reply: “No, he’s a Palestinian terrorist”.  Mr. Ryan was having some harmless fun and there was no intended disrespect.  The reference to Jesus as a “Palestinian terrorist” is not inappropriate.  This is precisely what the Roman authorities would have thought when they condemned Jesus to death.  A colonial power, when faced by a native challenging the authority of the State, is highly likely to regard that person as a terrorist.  

At this point in the programme on 15 June, Mr. Ryan remembered that a complaint had been made to the BCC before about his use of the term “Palestinian terrorist”.  He then went into a make-believe voice mimicking his editorial managers in RTÉ criticising him for using the term and not playing safe and making boring programmes.  This was followed by laughter and he then drifted off the subject.  

RTÉ reject Mr. Conry’s claim that Mr. Ryan belittled his right to complain.  He was simply having some fun at the notion of inviting famous people out to dinner and then moving on when he realised that he had used a term that led to a previous complaint, he continued with the fun.  The use of the term Palestinian terrorist was used on this occasion in a humorous context.  RTÉ submit that the reference to the complaints process was part of a skit and not intended to be taken seriously.

Decision of the Commission:  
The Commission has considered the broadcast, the submissions made by the complainant and the broadcaster.  The presenter and his guest were talking about people they would like to take out to dinner.  The Commission would acknowledge that the tone was somewhat light and humorous, with comments being made about all the people chosen.  The Commission would also acknowledge that humour can be irreverent.  However, the Commission must assess this complaint with regard to Section 3.4.5 of the Code of Programme Standards which requires that ‘broadcasters shall take measures to prevent undue offence in the treatment of religious views, beliefs or images during programme material’.  

In the opinion of the Commission, the presenter’s reference to Jesus Christ was gratuitous and given the context, the manner and the tone it was likely to cause undue offence.  The presenter stated: -

‘He’s not Our Lord, he’s a Palestinian Terrorist, yeah, yeah, yeah, yeah, yeah, yeah...Oh the last time I said that there was a complaint wasn’t there.  He’s a Palestinian Freedom Fighter, that’s what I meant to say. By the way if you’d like to complain contact this man......’ 

The presenter then proceeded to belittle the complainant.  The language used was quite strong and included in a mocking voice: - ‘..I’ve nothing else going on in my life but I’ve a biro and a child’s copybook’; ‘and I’ll take my biro and my scrawly serial killer writing’; ‘I’m sorry (presenter Gerry Ryan) I was just trying to amuse them, I was trying to fuel their imagination’ while the complainant was responsible for trying to make the show ‘anodyne and boring’.  

On hearing the discussion, the presenter made a remark about Jesus Christ which did not seem to be spontaneous.  The broadcaster submits that the ‘use of the term Palestinian terrorist was used on this occasion in a humorous context’.  The Commission could not agree with this assertion.  The context and manner was such that it could be assumed that the presenter said it to just to be controversial, to shock.  In the opinion of the Commission, the remark was unwarranted and unjustified in the context of the discussion in the programme.  It was also noted that the language used in the references to Our Lord and in the subsequent piece about a ‘complainant’ was strong and pointed, and somewhat calculated to offend.  Such language and comments were not consistent with the broadcaster’s obligation to take measures to prevent undue offence in the treatment of religious views or beliefs.  The complaint was upheld with regard to Section 24(2)(d)(taste & decency; Code of Programme Standards). 
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