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Reflecting the views of those with religions faith. and grearer respect for diversity of social
artlook, in broadeasting media, especially public service broadeasting

Dzar Peof MacCraith.

This brief submission relates maost specitically to the first of the three areas on which the
Commission has sought input, and 10 some of its subcatepories, specifically:-

“Question |, How should Government divelop and suppori the convept and role of
pubic service media and what should s vole in velarion 1o public service conlert in
the wider media be?

o [low showld Government develop and support the conceyy and role of prblic
service media and what showld its rale In relation to pullic service conrent in

the wider media be?

o Whar can be learned from the evielwlion of public yervice media over the fast
decade?

o How might public service media better vespond lo the needs and expectaliony
of the public? "

As yvou know, Bunreacht na hEircann in Ariicle 44.2.1 recogmses and protests the freedom to
profess and practice religion, More generally it specifics that religious faith be accorded a
particular respect in Irish public life. Arnticle 40.6.1(1) also provides strong protection for
freedom of expression.

Two issues flow [rom these Constiturional protections, and, I believe, need to be factored into

vour work:-
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L. Respect for veligious [aith and religious practice across broadensting generally, but
mosl emphatically across public service and publicly lunded broadcasting:

I

Respect for the diversity of public opinion on social and cultural issues, and especially
for minority views and dissenting viewpoints regardless of whether these have ther
origin in religious or non-religious personal or group philosophies,

In myy experience, there is considerable evidence of weakness in both these areas within Insh
broadeusting and [ believe that there is a particular responsibility within public service and
publicly funded broadeasting w remedy deficits here.

While it can be difficull 1w measure objectively the cxistence of deficits or olherwise in these
areas, and opinions will vary, the sensitivity and importance of this matter requires that there
be: cfforts to measure and monitor the performance of broadeasting organisations on a
continuing basis. At a time of inereasing fragmentation and polarisation within western
sowicties it peed hardly be emphasised that any perception that social groups are "outside the
pale’ or made o suffer cullural disadvaniage is damaging Lo society as a whole,

While minst references below are to the context of public-service or publicly funded
broadeasting, the issues arising need w be considensd in the context of broadeasting
enerally.

1. Respeet for religivus faith and religious practice

In recent decades. there has been a noficeable pattern of marginalisation of the voices of
religious faith and religious practice within public service broadeasting. While this to some
extent retlects a greater diversily of religious and social outlook within the eountry, pubhic
service broadeasting has tended to fead, rather than to follow, this cultural change, Tt is
subimitted that there is a resulting tone-deafness to the inner lives and social outlook of a
considerable proportion af the population. Broadeasting organisations, including and
especially RTE, do nel appear 1o be aware of this or interested in reflecting on the possibility
of this, and of its implications.

Apart from programming and coverage which — though excellent and welcome — is
traditional and somewhat formulaic (such as the browdeasting of public mass, or documerntary
programmes such as "Would You Believe™), the religious beliefs and values of a huge
proportion of the [rish peaple are not well reflected or indeed fully respected within RTE s
content — perhaps not even so in the aforementioned broadcasts. For example, it is not
apparent that there is full freedom for those participating in broadeast Sunday liturgies to
preach and teach in ling with the precepts of their Church. Further, religious programming or
general ‘philosophising’ on religious, current affairs or light entertainment content tends to
favour the ¢elebrity, the dizssenter and the doubter over the holder of views which could be
described as orthodox or representative of tradition. Indeed. while conflict and dissent make
for good debate, verv often there is no debate because those with views that might be
regarded as rraditional are cxcluded completely.
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The repeated expression of personal teligious (non-belief as well as belief) or of social and
political views connected with relipious belief by individual broadeasters working loe
publicly funded media is questionable in itself. The situation is more problematic if there 15 a
preslictable bias on particular sides of various issues, with a greater imbalance. even, than that
which surveys of public opinion would indicate,

Some years ago, the issue of "groupthink” arose in the contex! of a false allegation apainst 2
priest on RTE - leading to a considerable pay-out at taxpayers' expense. It is a gueslion
whether there remains & disconnect between the diversity of opinions within joumalism and
broadeasting generally and a greater diversily of opinion among the public.

To the extent that media figures engape in "cultural influencing” over time, the disconnect
between the broadcasting consensus and the diversity of opinion among the public may
appear to diminish, But that would be a problem, an injustice rather than 4 benefit to be
procured. While a high degree of consensus is necessary [or the smooth lunctioning of
socicty, an atlempt ar homogenisalion of public opinion through conscious o unconscious
control of the resources of broadeasting by a self-selecting and self-perpetuaring eultural elite
is unjust in itsell and will lead to problems. The result will not be homoegenisation of public
apinion, even if that were considered desirable, but a perception b @ seclor o sectors within
snciety that a crude and intolerant majoritarianism is in play and operating 1o their

disadvantage.
As g minimum, public service broadeasting should at all fimes work for civility towards
people of all faiths and none, and to thal end must continue 1o reflect on, and act towards, the

achievement of this.

The provisions of the Constitution, mentioned above, suggest that there must he a
presumption, at least in favour of this goal, with due regard o freedom of speech and the

rights to be accorded to comedians, satirisls etc.

91 % of the Iish population professes a religiows faith of one kind or another, of which over
£3%% are Christians. A study conducted in 2017 found that 36% of the Irish public attends a

religious service on a weekly basis.

When such huge numbers of Lrish people subscribe (o a religious faith, it should be expected
that the worldview associnted with that faith would come through frequently and regularly in
the content and context of much programming, vt it seems clear (hat this is not the case,

Among the fastest-growing Christian communities in Ireland are the Eastern Crthodo,
PPentecastal, and Evangelical Christians, largely driven by immigration to our country from
Fastern Europe and Africa. Our public service hroadeasters would not attack these new Insh
communities out of sensitivity to their race or country of arigin, Yel, as a recent incident
hows, there was little compunction about autacking their religion. The eventual, reluctant,
apology came only after an un precedented sumber of complaints,




RTE Broadeast — Diecember 2020

As members of the Commission will be aware, RTE One television hroadeasted a sketeh on
31 December 2020 which was arossly offensive 1o people of a Christian faith in Ireland by
including an offensive characterisation of the Annunciation o the Blessed Virgin Mary
leading to the hirth of Jesus Christ.

The piece was a cleur violation of Section 9 ol RTEs fowrnalism and Contert Cruiglelines
which precludes any coverage which causes undue or gratuitous offence ty those wha hald
religious views, and stales, inter alia, thal

“Whilst freland no longer has a blasphenty law, common decency dermrds infirmed
sensitivity in the way RYE covers and refers to people s religious beliefs, histories,
praclives, festivals, symbols, language and rituas”

Dhespite this, BTE initially issued a highly qualified apology in which thev apologised for any
affence caused, but not for the sketch itself or its comtents. The picce remained avatlable on
the station’s streaming platform, RTE Player, for several days.

4,000 complaints were made by members of the public, on foot of which RTE’s Editorial
Suandards Board met and issued a full apology and an instruction to remove the pices Irom
the RTE Player. The Board also referred RTF. to the Broadeasting Authority for a further
investipation.

This is just one incident, but it serves as a sharp recent example of a magor problem which
has developed in the media in recent years,

While the eventual apology and removal of the offending sequence were welcome, what is to
prevent this happening again! What processes will examine the contextual background that
contributed to the normalisation of such disrespect and what processes will seek to educate
those parlicipating in broadcasting matters to better understand the rights and needs of

religious believers?

[ would urge the Commission to examine some fundamental guestions: How could a piece
which was so grossly offensive to those of a Christian faith, and which was in ¢lear breach of
RTE guidelines, find its way through editorial processes and onto aur screens? What does
this say about how the views of those with a religious faith are treated within public service
beoadeasting? And what ean he done Lo remedy this situation?

2. Marginalisation of minority and dissenting vicwpoints

A broader pattern has emerged in the last decade, wherehy a pronounced prejudice has been
in evidence apainst people who hold minority and dissenting viewpaints as well as a
restriction of the right of these people to the share of access 1o public service broadcasting
which their propartion of the population would indicate. The problem has been particularly
evident during the charged coverage of controversial social issues.
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These marginalised views are frequently, but not exclusively, grounded in traditional
religious belief, The views in question were held, in the past, by the majority in the country.
Important examples are cultural norms and laws in relation to human sexuality and marriage,
and in refation 1o the protection of human life, both the subject of referenda in recent years,

While it must be emphasised thal these minonty social and political views can be grounded in
gither religious and non-religious philosophies, very often religion is viewed as the ‘problem’
underlying certain values and aftitudes which are now considered to be atavistic by many
cultural influcneers within and outside of broadeasting. This issue is therefore connected with
the carlier consideration of respect for religious belief, Religious faith, as a core phifosophical
worldview, has slipped into the minority, and this is therefore viewed by some a5 a reason 0
silence a rangs of what are perceived to be associated social and cultural viewpoints,

This was seen in particular during the 2018 referendum cn abertion. One afternoon show on
RTE Radio | was the subject of several BAI rulings which criticised the lack of balance on
the abortion issue. While RTE noled the decisions, the problem recurred during later
coverape on the same programme. This suggests a lack ol swareness of a systemic problem.
and no effective system in place to ensure that all sides of an issue are fairly covered, within
the State broadeaster, BAT regulation of coverage appears to be a box-ticking exercise,

The fact that some of these now minority views were held by the majority in the past, may
contribule 10 & pereeption among some broadeasters that these ideas are instinutionally
bulwarked, and that it is therefore somehow lepitimate to privilege those who oppose them,

On the other hand, a different perspective and tendency may be in evidence, It would be that,
sinee coertain views are now minority perspectives (as evidenced by apinion polls, surveys
and referendum results), it is somehow lepitimate to push them to the marging completely.
This later approach, if the case, would be dangerously unjust, totalitarian and counter-
productive, It would differ too from the treatment of what are now majority-held positions by
broadeasters back when those views were in the minonty,

It should hardly need to be said that. aside from speech that endangers or humiliates other
people. there should always be a presumption in favour of hearing from the widest possible
diversity of cultural and social oatloaks. Where a considerable number of people subscribe to
vertain views these must be frequently heard and fully facilitated in their expression during
normal debate. Efforts should also be made to ensure that they are represented within the
broadcasting structure so that there is no bias of cultural influencing. It should not require a
recognition of the Constitutional situation 10 provide the basis for such an approach, but
where such minority viows are ropted in, or can be associated with, a religious perspective,
the case seems all the more clear.

In summary, [ submit that there needs 1w be close and sustained examination of how the
views of those with minority and dissenting viewpoints are reflected across public service
broadcasting.




Populism ppd disenchantment with the medis

Having regard to all of the above, the Commission should pay particular attention w the
extent to which the exclusion or demonisation of the views of minorities contributes 1o
polarization within society. As we have seen in the United States, the real or perceived failure
to reflect the values and opinions of sections of society has led 1o many people becoming
disenchantesd and suspicions of taditional media (on which all should depend) and perhaps
more seriously, with democeatic struetures themselves.

There has been a growth in anper and a drift towards populism and violent protest, including
acts ol violence against journalists and the property of media orgamisations.

It is posyible thar we are not as far as we might think from the emergence of such problems in
[reland. We should do evervthing we can to head off such a development at the pass by
cnsuring that the brosdest possible diversity of views and opinions is reflected in public
service broadeasting. This is both desirable in itself and necessary for the prevention of other
evils,

3. The British Experience

While there are many examples intemationally of how religious faich and minority views are
retlected in public service broadeasting, for the purposes of this submission it may suffice to
mention recent experience in the United Kingdom.

In 2017, the BBC conducted a review of its religious content on its channels, on foot of new
guidelines sel down by Odcon, the broadeasting repulator in the UK, which mandated a
greater depree of religious content. The review consulled with a range of experts and laith
leaders, as well as humanist groups.

The review concluded that people of faith were “affen absemr, poorly presesied or sorivised”
in BBC programming. I recommended that there should be more religious themes in the
BBC s drama output, and mote coverage of religious and ethical issues in il current affairs
output,

The then Dircetor General of the BBC said that the chanpes

*Lowill enyure the BBC betier veflecis the UK, the world arnd the role that religion
plays in everyday e, They will alve vaive understonding of the fmpact religion has
o decisions made at home and alrroad. "

The review found that much of the existing BBC relipious content consisted ol traditional
shows such as Sonps of Praise, rather than religious experience being reflected on primetime
T% or radio.



4. Conclusion

Ine Irish society where over 80% of people subscribe to s religious faith, and over a third of
people practice their faith on a weekly basis, it is extraoedinary that so much lived expericnce
15 50 poorly represented across the entice output of our public service hroadcasting,

[t is also not acceptable that in a free, open and democratic society such as Ireland, minority
and dissenting viewpoints held by larze numbers of people are consistently marginalised.

I submit to the Commission that a review along the lines of that conducted by the BBC 15
necessary across all public service broadeasting in Ireland, from current afTairs o
entertainrment,

Towards that, | would urge the Commission to examine the representation of the views and
lived experiences of those who hold a religious faith.

Fowards the examination of the situation of minorily viewpoints generally, particularly as
regards social and culbtural 1ssues of recent controversy, 1 encourage the Commission
engage in further consultation, reflection and study with a view to making recommendations
in this arca also,

| would be happy to discuss these matters with the Commission at any point.

Yours sincerely,

E_;Ellamr Fonan Mullen




