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OPENING STATEMENT TO JOINT COMMITTEE ON TOURISM, CULTURE, 
SPORT AND MEDIA 
  
This is my last year as Chair of the RTÉ Board and perhaps prompted by this I recently 
visited the RTÉ 60 Years of Television Exhibition at the National Photographic 
Archive.  
  
There were many memories, many moments captured on stills camera and video. One 
particularly poignant moment was from 1974, of children picketing the gates of RTÉ in 
protest at the decision to end the Wanderly Wagon programme. It was a glimpse of a 
more innocent time but it highlighted for me the paradox RTÉ has to deal with. The 
only way it can make savings is to cut services or programmes but doing so brings 
upon it the wrath of the audience it is seeking to serve. Happily in 1974 the protesting 
children won the day and the Wanderly Wagon continued for many a year. 
  
1974 may have been a different world, but even from when I was appointed to chair 
the RTÉ Board almost eight years ago the world has become a dramatically different 
place.  
  
RTÉ as an organisation, and the Board of RTÉ, are at a point where the issues you 
highlight are symptomatic of a more profound set of issues, the resolution of which will 
have crucial consequences, not only for RTÉ as an organisation, but for the cultural 
identity of the nation.  
  
This is a genuinely existential moment for the provision of public service broadcasting 
in Ireland.  
  
This is the result of a critical confluence of factors including, but not limited to: 
  

• The emergence of multiple  content providers, for example Netflix, Amazon 
Prime, Apple TV, Sky  

 
• The relentless advance of social media into the personal lives of audiences 

across multiple levels and functions 
 

• The shift in advertising to highly targeted data driven platforms  
 

• The move from communal viewing and listening into niche narrow-casting to 
individuals and community interest groups 

 
• The rapid advance of multiple new technologies in the media space, what 

Douglas Rushkoff refers to as ‘the acceleration of the acceleration’ – with, no 
doubt, unanticipated consequences  

 
• The growth of political populism allied to a ‘wild west’ online environment in the 

provision of reliable information and analysis 
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These profound shifts outline both the difficulties created for the national broadcaster 
and the increased importance of public service media at a time of unprecedented 
disruption.  
  
We need a thorough national debate on all these issues – a debate that is rooted in 
the public interest and does not shy away from uncomfortable truths, including the 
matter of funding public service broadcasting and our broken licence fee system, a 
subject that your predecessors at this Committee made clear recommendations for in 
2017.  
  
For this reason I look forward to the – hopefully imminent -  publication of the Report 
of The Future of Media Commission and I hope a clear plan for how the Government 
intends to implement its recommendations. I very much hope that this Committee will 
play its part in helping secure a sustainable future for a high quality and diverse media 
in Ireland. We at RTE will play our full part and I trust the Publication will also allow us 
much greater clarity in terms of our own future planning. 
  
I have spent much of my working life in and around public service broadcasting in the 
most all-embracing sense of that term. As Chair of RTÉ I have always believed that a 
fully funded, independent public service media, operating as the hub of a vibrant 
creative industries network, is fundamental to democracy 
  
I am particularly mindful of RTÉ’s role in the provision of high quality news and current 
affairs, something that has been particularly evident in recent times.  
  
I am proud to note the performance of RTÉ, the RTÉ Executive and the RTÉ staff 
during that intense pandemic period. 
  
Not only did the organisation maintain a full schedule but, more crucially, the audience 
figures show that at this time of crisis the voice they trusted, on television and on radio, 
was the voice they had grown up with, their parents and grandparents had grown up 
with and to which they now returned knowing there would be an unbiased and positive 
message they could trust. RTÉ became the platform through which governmental 
messages were delivered, health advice was disseminated and expert analysis 
provided. Across its services and programming RTÉ also became the national 
classroom, the music venue, the theatre, the fundraiser that allowed us all continue to 
live more normal lives during such extraordinary times. On radio in particular, RTÉ 
provided companionship, connection and intimacy when we were all forced apart, 
more isolated than we ever thought possible.  
  
More importantly in the longer term the pandemic encouraged new forms of 
collaboration and collective working which align strategically with the new technologies 
emerging, in particular virtual production. 
  
I am in the privileged position of actively working across the media arts, culture, 
heritage and tourism sectors I believe that RTÉ is the hub, the cement, which can not 
only act as foundation for all these industries but, more importantly, act as a catalyst 
for the growth of these sectors. 
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RTÉ is uniquely positioned as the public service media body and is actively developing 
creative clusters in collaboration with bodies such as Screen Ireland, Screen 
Producers, The Arts Council, universities and third level educational bodies ........... 
and I am also aware of the potential for cross border partnerships through the Shared 
Island initiative. The impact creative clustering could have on rural, border and 
peripheral regions has been highlighted model Future Screen Northern Ireland, based 
in Belfast. 
  
  
However we must remain alive to the dangers faced by public service broadcasting. 
Just last month Sir David Puttnam, once the Digital Champion for Ireland, resigned 
from the House of Lords citing this very issue as one of the reasons he had to make 
that decision. He argued that the government had ignored his report into digital 
technologies, public service media and democracy and warned that political power 
was being “ceded to a few unelected and unaccountable digital corporations” and that 
a “pandemic of ‘misinformation’ and ‘disinformation’” had taken hold. “If allowed to 
flourish, these counterfeit truths will result in the collapse of public trust, and without 
trust democracy as we know it will simply decline into irrelevance”. Indeed this real 
and present threat was the very reason I called for a Future Media Commission to be 
established and I am  grateful to the government that this was done. 
  
This difficulty is compounded by the fact that the traditional licence model for funding 
is clearly broken. The present model is now resulting in a loss to public service media 
and the independent production sector of approximately €65m per year - over €500m 
in the last decade.  
  
Pause for a moment and imagine what the Irish creative sector, the arts, the 
independent sector and RTÉ could have created much needed content and 
employment with such a resource.  
  
Imagine the jobs that could have been created, the creativity and talent that could have 
been nurtured.  
  
This is a lost opportunity on a grand scale – and we are all the poorer for it.  
  
This is not a problem particular to RTÉ as a recent European Broadcast Unit report on 
Public funding Principles for Public Service Media illustrates. The document shows 
that there are at least 7 differing models for licence fee collection across 27 nations, 
none of which are providing the funds needed to sustain the necessary level of service. 
In the case of RTE the current level of evasion is 15% and the number of No TV homes 
is also 15% giving a combined leakage of 30%. The average evasion rate during my 
tenure has been 14% and No TV homes has been 10% a combined figure of 24%. 
While the evasion rate has oscillated up and down a little, the No TV homes figure is 
the real issue as it has accelerated from 6% in 2014 and is now standing at 15%.  
  
Hopefully the Commission Report will address this core issue in detail.  
  
I must also at this point raise the challenges faced  by our independent production 
sector. RTÉ has been both an important catalyst for the growth of the sector and as a 
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nurturer of  innovation and diversity. In addition to the hammer blow effect of Covid on 
the sector, RTÉ has had no other choice, due to financial constraints, but to cut back 
on independently commissioned programming. Due to its financial constraints, RTÉ’s 
capacity to invest in the independent production sector has halved since 2008. Again 
this brings us back to the core challenge of proper resource and a licence model that 
is actually fit for purpose. The most meaningful stimulus for this sector would be a 
reformed licence fee model.  
  
During my time as Chair I have worked with two Director Generals  and a constantly 
changing Board personnel under four different Ministers.  
  
I believe that during this time both RTÉ and the Board have been on the same journey 
as many other public bodies in ensuring the highest standards of corporate 
governance.  
  
This focus on governance must be at the heart of the Board’s work and is critical in 
ensuring public and stakeholder confidence.  
  
Nothing less will do.  
  
It is also critical that the Board brings together a diverse range of views and 
perspectives including of course the voice of the independent production sector.  
  
In the open forum of a board,  occasions can arise when there will be concern over 
the appropriateness  of decisions which must  be made.  On such occasions a 
consensus has to emerge. The emergence of this consensus can take time and careful 
negotiation, facilitated mainly through my role as Chair, and I have consistently 
followed this protocol. The specific case you have asked about was no different in this 
regard. Ultimately, however, each individual has to accept responsibility for the 
decisions they make while that negotiated consensus is evolving. 
  
We now inhabit a changed world which should allow for new forms of planning and 
organisation for the media industries and RTÉ has to be at the centre of this given its 
remit to represent, nurture and advance the culture and identity of the nation. 
 
 

Tá sé tábhachtach sa chomhthéacs seo athdhearbhú a thabhairt go bhfuil RTÉ dáiríre faoin 

gcúram atá air i leith na Gaeilge. Chun an cúram sin a chomhlíonadh, déanaimid iarracht an 

teanga a mheascadh go nádúrtha agus go héasca ar chainéil agus seirbhísí uile RTÉ. Anuas air 

sin, tá dul chun cinn suntasach déanta againn chun ábhar nua-thiomnaithe Gaeilge a fhorbairt 

ar fud na seirbhísí go léir, lena n-áirítear cur go mór leis an ábhar ar líne, ar na meáin shóisialta 

agus i bpodchraoltaí. 
 

 
(In this context is it important to reiterate that RTÉ takes its Irish-language remit 
seriously. In fulfilling that remit, we try to integrate the language naturally and 
seamlessly into all RTÉ’s channels and services. On top of this, we have made 
significant progress in developing dedicated new Irish-language content across all 
services, including strong advancements online, on social media and in podcasts.) 
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However issues such as the Irish language or the RTÉ strategy statement can no 
longer be addressed in isolation from a more nuanced understanding of the 
interconnected nature of this industry. RTÉ can no longer, if it ever was, be seen as 
merely a ‘national media company’. RTÉ, at its best, can be the glue which binds  the 
cultural wellbeing  of the nation together, it can be the prism through which we 
construct the idea of ourselves and it is often the voice of Ireland for the global 
diaspora. 
  
The creative industries which RTÉ is at the centre of are at the forefront of a work 
place upheaval, a revolution driven by a new understanding that if the first industrial 
revolution was driven by brawn and physical work and the second and third industrial 
revolutions by brain and intellect then the fourth revolution in which we find ourselves 
will be driven by an economy of the heart. 
  
This is not some fanciful romantic notion but a conviction that the work we do should 
be grounded in what we believe in and brings fulfilment and should be aimed at making 
a sustained contribution to the common good.  
  
I believe all of us share the aspiration that RTÉ should  be at the heart of this new era 
by embracing  a public service model which can become the template for the rest of 
Europe. 
  
After eight years as Chair of RTÉ and having spent most of my working lifetime in the 
Irish broadcasting and creative sectors my belief in the signal importance of public 
service broadcasting is deeper than ever.  
  
At the same time however I am deeply concerned about the very future of this service. 
Concerned by the factors I have outlined earlier. Concerned about darkening political 
clouds globally. But also concerned that time is running out and that we will not 
appreciate what we have until it is no longer in our possession.  
  
The forthcoming debate on the future of the media should be open and thorough. But 
it should not be open ended. Ultimately decisions must be made, not least in regarding 
to a reliable and effective funding model.  
 


