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Broadcasting Complaints Commission

Coimisidn um Ghearain Chraolachain





Complaint made by:  Mr. Aillil O’Reilly                                   Ref. No. 250/08
	Station: 
 
	Programme:
  
	Date:

	2FM
	The Gerry Ryan Show; Nob Nation
	7 July 2008


Complaint Summary:

Mr. O’Reilly’s complaint, submitted under Section 24(2)(d)(Code of Programme Standards – 3.4.2 and 3.4.3: persons and groups in society) of the Broadcasting Act, 2001, refers to a broadcast called ‘Nob Nation’ on the Gerry Ryan Show. It was a satirical piece lampooning President G.W. Bush.  The piece also made a satirical attack on Senator John McCain of Arizona.  It is common knowledge that Senator McCain is an old man (71) and that he was imprisoned and tortured for 5 years in the 1970’s.  The piece suggested that Senator McCain was mentally unstable – it put those words in the mouth of the G.W. Bush character.  

Mr. O’Reilly found the piece unfunny.  He also found the suggestion that Senator McCain ‘had a screw loose’ to be offensive because it carried one of only two possible meanings: (1) that Senator McCain’s age had caused a form of senile dementia, or; (2) that Senator McCain suffered from a psychiatric illness, possibly as a result of his torture - the result of either of those two possible meanings that he should be ridiculed.  Senator McCain is a public figure in the US and has himself made a joke of his age, so the Complainant acknowledges that he accepts a certain level of ‘banter’.   The suggestion that he is mentally ill is not a fair joke, nor is it tasteful.  It is a slur on a person that has not demonstrated any such frailty.  Mr. O’Reilly understands that Bush-bashing is an article of faith among some members of the Irish media; Senator McCain is a completely different man.  Spitting Image’s depiction of the old Soviet leaders in the 1980’s was confined to showing them as decrepit (or deceased) not senile.  The complainant cannot see any good comedic reason, or factual basis, to describe Senator McCain as mentally unstable.  It would be fatuous to say that this was an error made by the G.W. Bush character.  
Station’s Response:

RTÉ states that this was a comedy sketch that played on President Bush’s well known characteristic of accidentally misusing language.  It is perfectly possible that Mr. O’Reilly, did not find the sketch funny, as humour is very subjective.  But a comedy sketch which fails to be humorous is not in breach of any code.  A comedy sketch which condoned discrimination on the basis of age (Section 3.4.2) or that stereotyped or stigmatised people with a disability (Section 3.4.3) might be judged to be in breach of the Code of Programme Standards.  The sketch that led to Mr. O’Reilly’s complaint satirised President Bush for his mangling of language.  Comedians have been satirising President Bush’s use of language since he took office.  RTÉ suggests that lampooning political leaders is not confined to the Irish media; it is commonplace throughout the western world.  The remarks about Senator John McCain, which President Bush uttered, reflected on President Bush not Senator McCain.  It is quite obvious from the tone of the piece that the remarks were farcical and should be interpreted entirely as comedy.

Decision of Commission:

The Commission has considered the broadcast, the submissions made by the complainant and the broadcaster.  The complaint relates to a satirical piece aired during the ‘Gerry Ryan Show’ about President George Bush and the current Presidential elections in the USA.  The Commission noted that the main object of the humour was the misuse of words by President Bush as submitted by the broadcaster in its response.  It was clearly evident from the start of the piece that it was satirical.  Audiences would be very familiar with such genre of programming.  Influential political leaders are, and can expect to be, subjected to parody.  While such humour may not appeal to all tastes, the Commission must respect the right to freedom of expression.  

On hearing this broadcast, the Commission could not determine that it was discriminatory, or that it suggested that Senator McCain was senile or mentally ill as submitted by the complainant.  The content of the piece was based on information in the public domain.  The age of Senator McCain has been widely discussed in the context of the Presidential election.  The Senator has taken part in such discussion and addressed the issue publicly.  One could expect in a piece that lampoons the Presidential candidates, that issues particular to a candidate would be included.  In the case of Senator McCain, age has been raised as an issue.  The broadcast item included satire on this feature, but did so in a reasonable and acceptable manner.  The opening of the piece included;

‘I extend warm dishes to the candimates that are running for President.  I agree it’s about time that we had a President too.  I hope that John McStain becomes the Commander in Handkerchief........’   

The complainant takes particular issue with the reference to ‘screw loose’.  The  following was broadcast:

‘...we too have discovered a crock in the Untied States of America.  But I spoke about John McCain earlier.  Tests show that he contained no gold only bits of old people screwed together and some of his screws are loose’.

While the Commission would acknowledge that the humour may not appeal to all, such lampooning of political people is a widely recognised genre of programming, one which can be hard-hitting.  The age issue, as part of the make up of the candidate, Senator McCain was included in the broadcast piece in a manner which could not be considered to condone discrimination on the basis of age.  It reflected a factual issue.  That it did so in a satirical manner could not in itself determine that discrimination and/or stereotyping was supported or condoned.  Given the context of the piece, and in particular its evident satirical nature, this broadcast item was unlikely to cause widespread offence.  In the opinion of the Commission, the piece could not be construed as supporting or condoning discrimination and/or stigmatisation on the basis of age.  The complaint was rejected with regard to the Code of Programme Standards – 3.4.2 & 3.4.3 persons and groups in society.
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