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Introduction 

 

RTÉ, as Ireland’s Public Service Broadcaster plays a leading national role in the provision and 

broadcasting of Irish language content to the Irish public.  

Recent years have brought significant changes in the broadcasting sector including a new legislative 

environment, the development of new services, changes to funding models and a marked decrease 

in commercial and license fee funding. There have also been significant changes in the Irish language 

broadcast landscape including shifting demographics, technological adaptation and the impact of 

new government policy. 

This document is a review of RTÉ’s Irish language content production and broadcasting within the 

above context. The main focus of the report is to establish an Irish language strategy for RTÉ that can 

be implemented across all its services. 

To this end, the report examines how RTÉ is complying with the Broadcasting Act 2009 and its Public 

Service Broadcasting Charter. It also explores how RTÉ could play the role envisaged for the station 

in the 20-year Strategy for the Irish Language 2010 – 2030 recently adopted by government. 
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Section 1: The Irish language public service broadcasting landscape 

 

Background 

 

RTÉ is the national public service broadcaster. The station is governed by the Broadcasting Act, 2009. 

It is guided by its own Public Service Broadcasting Charter, its Public Service Statement and by the 

20-year strategy on Irish language which the Government has adopted. 

RTÉ has an obligation under the Broadcasting Act to produce content in the Irish language. It does 

this in the following ways: 

1. RTÉ produces and broadcasts material on RTÉ TV, mostly on RTÉ One. 

2. RTÉ provides an hour of programming per day to TG4, half of which is news content. 

3. RTÉ Raidió na Gaeltachta (RnaG) broadcasts a complete range of Irish language 

programmes nationally 24 hours a day. 

4. RTÉ Radio 1 broadcasts Irish language content. 

5. RTÉ provides news in Irish on RTÉ One TV, Radio 1, 2FM, Lyric FM and TG4. 

6. RTÉ provides some Irish language content on its online services and on the RnaG 

website.  

 

Context 

 

The Irish language and how RTÉ deals with it is a culturally sensitive issue for the organisation. 

Traditionally the senior leadership of RTÉ included a number of committed Gaeilgoirí and therefore 

the issue of RTÉ’s Irish language policy was not dealt with in the manner many other issues would 

have been. This has led to an institutional stagnancy where Irish language policy has not been 

formally updated to take into account developments outside the organisation such as the founding 

of TG4, the shifts in Irish language demographics and changes in government policy. Thus, many of 

the issues regarding Irish language content that RTÉ management currently faces are legacy issues 

and are not the result of any existing policy. Today, Irish language content continues to be provided 

across most of RTÉ’s services but without a coordinated cross-departmental common purpose.  
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There is no shared understanding and agreement amongst senior management on RTÉ’s role 

regarding the Irish language. Indeed, the organisation contains all views from genuine passion for 

the language to genuine animosity. This range of views, while not atypical to those held by the 

population as a whole, makes it difficult to identify a common editorial approach across RTÉ’s 

services.  

RTÉ management recognises this, and this study represents an opportunity to examine resource 

allocation to Irish language content provision, revisit the legal and public service remit of RTÉ and 

explore new opportunities for RTÉ to enhance its Irish language output.  

 

There are two potential approaches RTÉ could adopt with regard to its obligation to provide Irish 

language content.  

A) The current approach, where discrete pieces of content are produced and given their own 

budgets and time slots. This effectively treats Irish language like other genres such as current 

affairs, sport, lifestyle and so forth. 

B) The other potential approach is to integrate Irish language across all areas of content rather 

than specific slots. 

Currently RTÉ adopts the former approach on RTÉ One and Radio 1, which means Irish language is 

broadcast on distinct allocated slots across programmes and news. In this sense it is treated like 

other genres such as young peoples, lifestyle, drama and so forth. However, Irish language content is 

different to these other genres in the sense that it is a language, not a subject area. This needs to be 

borne in mind as RTÉ moves to agree a station wide strategy. 

Within RTÉ much of the conversation around the subject of Irish language content focuses on cost 

rather than value. For the third year in a row, RTÉ is grappling with a sizeable deficit, which has been 

caused by; 

 Huge decline in commercial revenue since 2008 

 Reduction in licence fee income due to top-slicing 

The organisation is currently downsizing, and implementing headcount reduction across all areas. By 

the end of Quarter 1, 2012, close to 200 people will have left RTÉ. This amounts to almost 10% of 

staff. 
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All of these pressures have led to ongoing reviews of all RTÉ operations and resources, for cost-

efficiency and cost-effectiveness and against future output needs. This means that allocation to Irish 

language content provision has once again come under close scrutiny. The value of Irish language to 

RTÉ in terms of fulfilling its public service remit can not be dismissed in these discussions. 
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Legal Obligation 

 

RTÉ is legally obliged to broadcast material in Irish. 

Section 114 of the Broadcasting Act 2009 obliges RTÉ to- 

(a) provide a comprehensive range of programmes in the Irish  

and English languages that reflect the cultural diversity  

of the whole island of Ireland and include programmes  

that entertain, inform and educate, provide coverage of  

sporting, religious and cultural activities and cater for the  

expectations of the community generally as well as  

members of the community with special or minority  

interests and which, in every case, respect human dignity,  

 

(b) provide programmes of news and current affairs in the  

Irish and English languages, including programmes that  

provide coverage of proceedings in the Houses of the  

Oireachtas and the European Parliament, and  

 

(c) facilitate or assist contemporary cultural expression and  

encourage or promote innovation and experimentation  

in broadcasting.  

 

Section 120 of the Broadcasting Act 2009 states that- 

(1) RTÉ shall provide to TG4 programme material in the  

Irish language of such amounts and at such times as may be agreed  

between them, being of such amounts and at such times as, in their  

opinion, will result in the equivalent of one hour of such programme  

material being provided daily by RTÉ to TG4. 

Central to any policy concerning the Irish language, is the interpretation by RTÉ of the above 

sections. 
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The following is an extract from an email received from Eamonn Kennedy, Director of Legal Affairs, 

RTÉ, as part of this study, that outlines the legal interpretation RTÉ takes from the Broadcasting Act 

with regard to Irish language. 

 

RTÉ’s principal objects (and legal powers) are contained within section 114 of the 

Broadcasting Act. The obligation to provide an hour per day to TG4 exists in section 120(1) 

and is separate to the objects (obligations) in section 114. 

 

While the object of providing a national television and radio service set out in section 114(a) 

is further explained in section 114(2)(a) (special regard for the Irish language) and 

particularly in section 114(3)(a) & (b) (comprehensive range of programmes in both 

languages & the provision of news and current affairs programmes in both languages), there 

is little guidance in the legislation as to how much Irish language programming has to be 

provided or in respect of the ways in which the obligation should be fulfilled. Logically given 

the requirement to have a TV and radio service, RTÉ believes that it is a requirement to have 

Irish language programmes on both media. However beyond that statement things become 

more uncertain. The use of the word “comprehensive” suggests that programming must 

cover a wide variety of genres and not just news, for example. If one asks the question: how 

many hours? There is no actual mandatory amount in the legislation. Unsurprisingly the 

Broadcasting Act has no guidance on the way programmes must be made in fulfilment of the 

obligation; does an introduction of a programme in Irish followed by a concert where the 

songs are in English count as an Irish language programme? 

 

Clarity of Interpretation 

 

The RTÉ understanding of its legal obligations is unclear and open to interpretation. For example, it 

could be interpreted to mean that RTÉ is only legally obliged to provide its one hour a day to TG4 

and that this would constitute its “comprehensive range of programming”. On the other hand, it 

could be interpreted that RTÉ also has an obligation to make a similar provision on its own channels 

notwithstanding its contribution to TG4.  
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What is clear is that RTÉ Television, since the establishment of TG4, has significantly reduced the 

Irish language output broadcast on its own channels. One must assume therefore that RTÉ feels, that 

its legal requirement is met by its provision of the ‘hour a day’ to TG4, and that it is not legally bound 

to broadcast Irish language content on its own channels. 

The same could be said for RTÉ Radio, ie that it does not feel the need to provide a comprehensive 

range of Irish language programming across genres on Radio 1, 2FM or Lyric FM due to the volume 

of Irish language programming it carries on RnaG.  
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RTÉ’s Irish language policy 

 

Aside from the binding nature of the Broadcasting Act, RTÉ has its own internal policy on the Irish 

language as iterated in the Public Service Broadcasting Charter and Public Service Statement.  

 

RTÉ Public Service Broadcasting Charter 

 

The Public Service Broadcasting Charter is clear on the overall commitment, but not so clear on 

detail. 

An Ghaeilge  

 

In reflecting the bilingual nature of Irish society, RTÉ shall actively support the use of the Irish 

language in everyday life through the production of suitable programming.  

And 

RTÉ will provide details of its Irish language programming and other Irish language services 

in its Annual Report 

 

Public Service Statement (2010) 

 

In the Public Service Statement (2010) issued by RTÉ, it is declared that: 

RTÉ sees its mandate as the provision of national media services essential to the democratic 

public interest. These services must ensure the circulation, in English and Irish, of information 

on national, regional and international matters. 

 

It goes on to commit to: 

Providing services in both Irish and English  
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No common interpretation or understanding of the Public Service Statement exists in RTÉ. 

Conversations with managers across the divisions reveal that each division is doing its own thing 

regarding Irish. All believe that they are meeting RTÉ’s obligations under the Public Service 

Statement. However, the lack of cohesion in policy results in a fragmented Irish language output 

which many managers can neither explain nor justify. 

RTÉ’s Irish Language Advisory Committee is essentially concerned with the fulfilment of RTÉ’s 

obligations under the Official Languages Act 2003. To this end it has produced an Irish language 

policy that concerns the use of Irish in the station, to the public and online. It does not deal with Irish 

language output.  

In 2003/2004 a cross-IBD (Integrated Business Division at RTÉ) group existed which examined all 

kinds of issues concerning the Irish language and reported to the Director General. This group has 

since disbanded. 

 

 

Strategy for the Irish Language 2010-2030 

 

The 20-year Strategy for the Irish Language 2010-2030 was adopted by the government in 2010 as 

its overarching strategy for the Irish language. RTÉ has indicated that the organisation wishes to play 

its part in supporting this strategy. 

 

The strategy is organised around three main aims: 

1. Increasing the knowledge of Irish 

2. Creating opportunities for the use of Irish  

3. Fostering positive attitudes towards its use 

These goals are based on the belief that knowledge of the language alone is not enough to 

guarantee use. Actual language usage results from the co-presence of ability, opportunity and 

positive attitudes. 
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As specific targets, the strategy hopes to: 

1. Increase the number of those with knowledge of Irish from 1.66m to 2m 

2. Increase the number of daily speakers from 72,000 to 250,000 by 2028 

The strategy pulls together many areas of Irish language including policy, administration, oversight, 

education, media, language planning and official status, among others. 

 

RTÉ’s role outlined in 20-Year Strategy 

 

The strategy discusses the role of media in helping Irish speaking to develop and makes specific 

references to RTÉ, RTÉ RnaG and TG4 as mentioned below.  

RTÉ as the national public service broadcaster should normalise the use of Irish and English in 

their broadcasts, building on the success of current practice during “Seachtain na Gaeilge”.  

 

RTÉ should continue to support and develop Raidió na Gaeltachta.  

 

Specific initiatives should be put in place to allow young people and the Irish Diaspora to 

access radio and other speech-based modes of communication through the internet and 

through Digital Audio broadcasting (DAb).  

TG4 should be further supported to provide television services through Irish. Subtitling 

options should be substantially increased in order to offer the option to have subtitles in Irish, 

English, and Irish and English, thus significantly reinforcing the accessibility of TG4 to learners 

and non-proficient users of Irish. 

 

Again, whereas the tone of the recommendations is clear, it is very short on specifics and must be 

left to RTÉ, RTÉ RnaG and TG4 to interpret as they will. For the purposes of this document we will 

deal with the pieces dealing with RTÉ, including RTÉ RnaG.  
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Normalisation 

 

The use of normalisation in the context of RTÉ is a recurring theme throughout the document. The 

definition is provided below. 

2 Normalització: may be translated in English as ‘normalisation’, but only if its meaning is 

appropriately explained […]. [it] means […] making the use of a particular language ‘normal’. 

In the Catalan case, this was characterized as required  

(i) the broadening of the demolinguistic base;  

(ii) the establishment of a context of language rights and freedoms regarding the 

possibilities to use the language; and  

(iii) an increased awareness of the population (majority and minority alike) of the social 

relevance of the language being protected and promoted.  

These three objectives are strikingly convergent with our three conditions for the long-term 

vitality of a language, namely, capacity, opportunity and desire. The concept of normalització 

can be used to encapsulate them while at the same time stressing the political legitimacy 

and social relevance of the enterprise.  

SOURCE: GRIN, FRANÇOIS, (2003): LANGUAGE POLICY EVALUATION AND THE EUROPEAN CHARTER FOR 

REGIONAL OR MINORITY LANGUAGES. (PP. 202-203) LONDON: PALGRAVE MACMILLAN. 

Of this, section (iii) an increased awareness of the population (majority and minority alike) of the 

social relevance of the language being protected and promoted” seems to be of most relevance to 

RTÉ. As the State’s largest television and radio channels, RTÉ has the power to give status and 

recognition to the language that few other organs of state have. 

The specific reference in the 20-year Strategy for the Irish Language document to Seachtain na 

Gaeilge, refers to the practice adopted by RTÉ in the two week Irish language festival in March each 

year. During this time, continuity announcers introduce programmes bilingually and programmes 

across the station make reference to or acknowledge the Irish language more frequently than 

otherwise. Anecdotally, this is seen by Irish speakers as a powerful statement of identity and 

recognition of the bilingual nature of Ireland as set out in the RTÉ Public Service Broadcasting 

Charter. 
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Moving towards creating an Irish language strategy 

 

There are some fundamental questions that RTÉ might consider as part of creating a coherent Irish 

language strategy.  

When speaking to RTÉ managers, many feel that too much public money is being spent on Irish 

language content production. Before moving to creating an Irish language strategy or policy, it may 

be helpful to articulate what the organisation feels is an appropriate sum or percentage to commit 

to Irish language content provision.  

1. Can this allocation be agreed and articulated? 

2 Should that figure relate to the percentage of turnover or a number of hours? 

3 How is the right amount calculated? Should it be based on demographics?  

4 How will this amount be allocated across its services? 

5 Can RTÉ identify and clarify the non-monetary value of Irish language to the station in terms 

of its legal obligations and its public service remit? 
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Section 2: The benevolent tolerance of the Irish language in RTÉ 

 

Overview 

Irish language programming is broadcast to the public by RTÉ in the following ways:  

 

RTÉ Television, RTÉ Radio 1, the provision of programming to TG4, Nuacht on RTÉ Radio and TV and 

RTÉ Raidió na Gaeltachta. 

 

 

RTÉ Television 

 

RTÉ TV has heavily reduced its Irish language output over the past number of years. This may be due 

to the fact that the hour a day provision to TG4 has been seen by RTÉ as fulfilling their legal 

obligations as outlined in Section 1 of this document.  

Discussions with television management reveals that Irish language programming is seen as 

something they know they must do, but don’t necessarily agree on how to do it, how much of it to 

do and what the nature of it should be. Over the past few years the Irish language department has 

been replaced by an Irish language  “unit” headed by an Executive Producer. In December 2011 it 

was reported1 that RTÉ TV had decided to cut Irish language programming by 35% for 2012. The Irish 

language unit has been temporarily disbanded and staff are being redeployed to other areas for the 

time being. There has been little or no public reaction to this news report. RTÉ TV’s Irish language 

output now consists of a single slot on RTÉ One on Monday nights at 7.30. 

A constant theme in discussions with managers was the pressure to deliver ratings. The recent 

decline in advertising income on RTÉ TV has increased the commercial pressures faced by the 

television channel and the pressure on every slot to deliver. Irish language programming performs 

well in its current slot and delivers an audience share of 12%-18%. This is seen as acceptable given 

that it is against Coronation Street on TV3 and UTV which has an audience share of approx 30%. 

                                                           
1 Laghdú 35 faoin gcéad ar líon na gclár Gaeilge ar RTÉ i 2012 

http://www.irishtimes.com/newspaper/anteangabheo/2011/1207/1224308680896.html 
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In 2011, RTÉ One TV delivered 45 half hours of Irish language content. These were mostly funded by 

RTÉ but in some cases they recieved additional funding from the Irish Language Broadcasting Fund of 

Northern Ireland (ILBF).The main series were as follows: 

Cloch le Carn  3 x 30  RTÉ 

Abhainn  3 x 30  RTÉ 

Scannall  12 x 30  RTÉ 

Dance Off  6 x 30  ILBF 

An Cór   4 x 30  RTÉ 

Réabhlóid  4 x 30  RTÉ 

Mamó   4 x 30  ILBF 

 

The slot consists of small mini series which have replaced Léargas. This was done to keep the slot 

fresh and provide a broader range of programmes. Other one-off productions make up the total. In 

2013 this number will be reduced to 28 half hour programmes.  

 

Management Views 

 

Most managers spoken to held positive views about Irish language on RTÉ ONE. Some people feel 

that it adds to the “Irishness” of the channel and allows RTÉ to be distinct in an increasingly global 

television landscape. Almost all agreed there was no place for it on RTÉ TWO due to the difficulty the 

channel was facing already. 

When asked about ambitions in Irish language programmes, a common theme was the difficulty of 

getting a slot in which a programme could do well. Some people suggested that use should be made 

of RTÉ’s Irish speaking stars such as Gráinne Seoige, Daithí O Sé, Maura Derrane and Bláthnaid Ní 

Chofaigh. This however was countered by others who maintain that star status would not 

necessarily translate to larger audiences on RTÉ One due to the small Irish language audience 

available. 
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Running live Irish language programming was also discounted due to the fact that it could not be 

subtitled and therefore would exclude a large proportion of the audience. This obstacle to live Irish 

language programming also mitigates against topicality which makes it very difficult for Irish 

language content to be up to date. 

Some people felt that the Irish language programmes lacked contemporaiety and all “looked and felt 

the same”.  

Suggestions were made that a good studio programme could have possibilities, but the general 

feeling was that it would be very difficult to justify a slot given the competition on other channels.  

 

Ratings vs public service remit 

 

Quite simply, in the current challenging commercial climate, the pressure for ratings on RTÉ 

Television mitigates against it showing more Irish language programming unless it can deliver 

ratings. Alternatively, Irish programming is used in loss leader slots as a buffer against strong 

competition. This approach allows RTÉ to fulfil part of it’s public service remit without losing 

potential market share. 

So whereas there may be good will and a benevolent tolerance to Irish, it is unlikely to find room for 

expansion on RTÉ ONE under present circumstances. This is also evidenced by the fact that RTÉ has 

access to free Irish language content such as Ros na Rún and Nuacht TG4 documentaries, but 

chooses not to broadcast them.  

 

 

Radio 1 

 

Irish language content 

 

RTÉ Radio 1 broadcasts an hour a week of Irish language content. The programmes are produced by 

Radio 1; they receive their first broadcast on RTÉ RnaG, and are subsequently broadcast between 

7pm and 8pm on Saturday nights. 
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Nuacht is also carried on the station at bulletins at 12.30pm and 3.30pm. This content is produced by 

Nuacht RTÉ. 

One producer in RTÉ Radio 1 is assigned to Irish language programmes. This person however reports 

to Edel Ní Chuireáin in RTÉ RnaG.  

Radio 1 welcomed the discussion on Irish language content. The present service is more a matter of 

legacy than design and management are keen to engage in discussions about the future. However 

no plans exist at present to develop Irish language content.  

 

Bilingual flexibility 

 

Flexibility exists within the current slot to produce more audience friendly programming with music, 

interviews and bilingual chat. The current content is academic, language focused and non-topical. 

Radio 1 is open to being more imaginative or proactive in terms of its programming, but accepts that 

in all probability, it will not invest additional resources in Irish language programming due to 

scheduling and commercial pressures on its service. 

As regards the casual use of Irish by presenters on Radio 1, the station is open to increasing the use 

of this in continuity and within programmes as long as it does not lead to tokenistic treatment of the 

language and people do not feel forced to use it.  

References were made to the occasional use of Irish by Marion Richardson, Marian Finucane, John 

Creedon, Pat Kenny among others and the positive effect it has on the branding of the station and 

the audience. However, it was noted that this practice caused some negative reaction among radio 

staff. 

Ways of building on this (as is done during Seachtain na Gaeilge) were explored, and it was felt that 

this could be a significant statement by RTÉ that it recognises the bilingual nature of its audience. 

This normalisation could be extended across the schedule on an experimental nature in 

competitions, intros, interviews, segues etc.  
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Provision of programming to TG4 

 

A total of 365 hours is supplied to TG4 by RTÉ each year. RTÉ is legally bound to provide a 

comprehensive range of programmes in the Irish language and this provision is deemed by RTÉ to 

fulfil RTÉ’s legal obligations regarding Irish language provision under the Broadcasting Act. 

The provision to TG4 is broken into two distinct parts of Nuacht and programmes, of 182.5 hours 

each. The programme  provision currently consists of a mixture of acquired programming, repeats, 

dubbing, cash, commissioned programming and archive. The provision is subject to a protocol 

agreed by RTÉ and TG4. It is envisaged that the resources allocated to the provision will be 

significantly reduced over the coming years. 

RTÉ needs to be mindful that further reductions in resources allocated to Irish language 

programming does not undermine the fulfilment of its obligations under the Broadcasting Act. The 

current allocation could leave it vulnerable to claims that it is using TG4 for this purpose, but giving it 

the cheapest service possible. 

 

 

Nuacht RTÉ/Nuacht TG4 

 

Nuacht RTÉ 

 

A core belief exists in RTÉ that the organisation should provide an Irish language news service. The 

current service comprises of Irish language news content on RTÉ TV, TG4, Radio 1, 2fm, RnaG and 

Lyric FM. However, apart from RnaG, this service is fragmented and un-coordinated. 

It is unclear why Nuacht is broadcast on RTÉ Television and RTÉ Radio and the time slots in which it is 

broadcast. Managers spoken to for this study were not certain as to why they were broadcasting 

news in Irish on RTÉ Television or Radio given the existence of TG4 and RnaG. Many felt that this was 

a legacy issue, and that it was done to keep appearances as much as anything else.  

On television, the 15-minute Nuacht section at 17.45 just before the main evening English language 

news could be seen as an exercise in box ticking rather than part of a definitive strategy.  
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Similarly no-one could articulate precisely why Radio 1 Nuacht bulletins at 12.30 and 15.30 were 

being done and in those specific time slots, or the 2FM slots at 13.30 and 16.30. Some felt it was an 

important way of keeping Irish in the schedule.  

It is noted that an exercise is currently being undertaken to find savings across the news service by 

addressing the doubling up of resources in some areas. Almost all managers spoken to felt this was 

an overdue and urgent review as the costs and resources allocated to Nuacht (€8.45m per annum 

including Nuacht TG4) were unsustainable and indefensible given the current service, and the 

financial challenges facing RTÉ. 

 

Nuacht TG4 

 

The news service on TG4 consists of one half-hour programme per evening. It is more feature led 

than the RTÉ news and has a more regional emphasis. Many people spoken to felt that this was not a 

full news offering for “Ireland’s Irish language television service” and that additional bulletins 

throughout the evening would be required if a full news service was to be claimed by the television 

channel. However, TG4 management do not want this type of service at present as they feel they 

would only be replicating the RTÉ news service. Should it be decided that RTÉ services other than 

RnaG and Nuacht TG4 cease news coverage through Irish, this may be worth revisiting.  

 

 

Raidió na Gaeltachta 

 

RTÉ RnaG is currently the largest allocation of resources on the Irish language by RTÉ with an 

allocated cost of €12m.  

The return on this investment in terms of audience satisfaction is not as measureable as other areas 

of RTÉ’s output because the audience data does not exist to give it that level of scrutiny. Because it 

does not advertise, it is not included in the normal JNLR nationwide surveys. While it carries out its 

own listenership research, this is drawn from a small sample and therefore not as reliable as other 

methods of measuring listenership. 
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As RnaG does not generate income for RTÉ it is sometimes viewed by other RTÉ staff members as 

having it easier than other parts of the organisation due to the lack of ratings or performance 

pressure.  

 

RnaG’s true value 

 

However, RnaG stresses that the true value and potential of RnaG to RTÉ lies in its fulfilment of the 

legal obligations of RTÉ, the public service remit it fulfils and the distinctively Irish and cultural 

expression it affords the station.  

The station was set up in 1972 to cater for Irish speakers in the Gaeltacht and beyond. The decision 

to found it was a result of a long campaign by Gaeltacht activists as part of the Gaeltacht civil rights 

movement or Cearta Sibhialta na Gaeltachta. It is completely owned by RTÉ and has no basis in its 

own legislation, unlike TG4. It started broadcasting a few hours a day to Gaeltacht areas only and has 

since expanded to give a nationwide around the clock service. 

 

Audience  

 

Whereas there is good evidence that RnaG connects with the key target demographic of core Irish-

speaking Gaeltacht listeners, there is little evidence to show that it has a wider audience. The MRBI 

polls are often based on very small samples usually taken in the Gaeltacht heartlands and then 

weighted to give an overall picture. This is not an accurate science as all linguistic studies show that 

there are very few places left where Irish is the daily spoken language of the majority, and that the 

majority of designated Gaeltacht areas are English speaking with a low percentage of Irish speakers. 

The new linguistic based Gaeltacht definitions under the Gaeltacht Bill will realise this fact when they 

are published in 2012. 

There has been a reluctance to carry out a detailed audience survey for RnaG due to fears that it 

might show an unpalatable truth. However, this option should not be discounted as a base audience 

may need to be established in order to measure future progress. The station management is aware 

that its core audience is in Gaeltacht areas and that this audience is diminishing due to age patterns 

and migration. Surveys show that RnaG is weakest in Dublin and Munster areas (which are the areas 
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of largest population and greatest Irish language growth). Listenership is also weak among young 

adults which is does not bode well for future listenership projections. 

 

A national or local audience? 

 

Is RTÉ RnaG a truly national Irish language radio station or is it a localised service for Gaeltacht 

listeners?  

As mentioned, it is difficult to see the national picture without robust listenership data. However, 

anecdotal evidence suggests that whereas there is a strong and committed audience for the station, 

it is a small one. Strong competition from other Irish language stations for listeners adds to the 

evidence that the non-Gaeltacht Irish-speaking population do not necessarily view RnaG as their 

station.  

 

Importance of the Gaeltacht 

 

The reference in the 20 year Irish Language Strategy to RTÉ RnaG and the need to continue to 

support and develop it is also related to a common theme throughout the Strategy-namely the 

importance of the Gaeltacht. 

There is general acceptance throughout the Strategy, and other language planning documents, that 

a thriving Gaeltacht is critical to the success of the Irish language. It recommends that counties 

containing Gaeltacht areas draw up and implement specific language plans for those counties.  

Gaeltacht areas are seen as crucial to intergenerational transmission of the language and providing 

an area where the richness of the language is maintained and immersive learning can be achieved. 

Gaeltacht youth populations are highlighted as being especially important in the strategy. Currently 

it is observed that while many young people speak the language at home or to their neighbours, the 

social scene is increasingly English speaking. 

At the moment, Gaeltacht boundaries are being redrafted due to the changing nature of the 

linguistic demographics. The following is a statement by Dinny McGinley from a Dail debate on 11 

October 2011.  
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“The 20-Year Strategy for the Irish Language 2010-2030 envisages a new statutory definition 

of the Gaeltacht. This new definition of the Gaeltacht will be based on linguistic criteria 

rather than on specified geographical areas, as is currently the case. The new definition will 

be given statutory status under the Gaeltacht Bill which is to be published in 2012, in 

accordance with the Government’s Legislation Programme. 

The Gaeltacht Bill will also provide for a language planning process whereby language plans 

will be prepared at community level for each Gaeltacht area. The development of a 

comprehensive language planning system at community level in the Gaeltacht is a key 

component of the 20-Year Strategy to ensure that the Irish language survives as a 

community language in the Gaeltacht. It is intended that every Gaeltacht community … will 

be empowered through the language planning process to determine its own future in the 

Gaeltacht”. 

The new boundaries of the Gaeltacht will lead to much smaller designated areas and will finally 

address the anomaly of the present situation where many areas where there is no Irish spoken are 

designated Gaeltacht areas. 

The new Gaeltacht boundaries will be drawn up based on the density of speakers in each area. Areas 

will be designated in categories A, B or C, depending on the amount of Irish being spoken there.  

This new definition of the Gaeltacht will be of importance to RTÉ RnaG as it reassesses the 

demographics of its audience and plans for the future. 

 

The RTÉ RnaG schedule  

 

The station schedule is oriented towards Gaeltacht areas. The key mid morning slots on RnaG reflect 

how the station serves a predominantly ‘local’ audience. The mid morning schedule is dominated by 

regional programmes which serve the three Gaeltachts of Galway, Donegal and Kerry. Whereas 

these have strong local following, there is little evidence of outside interest with figures declining in 

each Gaeltacht as the programme aimed at their area finishes.  

Whereas this block of programming is seen as key to its remit and relevance, it is also the least 

national element of its service.  
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Management have tried other options in this slot over the years, including the two-hour mid-

morning show common to other national and local broadcasters. However this was deemed not to 

be a success as local Gaeltachts demanded local coverage and thus the present model with three 

separate shows targeted at different communities was adopted. 

 

Listenership 

 

Listenership peaks nationally around the main news slots of the day, beginning with the Athmhaidin 

programme. It becomes very varied across regions in mid morning with each region scoring well on 

its own time slot but poorly when the focus shifts to another Gaeltacht area. 

Lunchtime news again performs strongly across all Gaeltachts, but a sharp fall off is seen in Kerry 

and Donegal directly after that. This is reflective of the trend that Gaeltacht listeners mostly listen to 

a programme when it is aimed at their Gaeltacht specifically. 

Nuacht a hAon and Nuacht a Sé have 51% and 37% of the available audience tuning into these 

programmes respectively, according to RnaG listenership figures.  

There is little evidence of audience demand for RnaG post-7pm, but anecdotally, for committed 

followers of traditional music, this slot has a high importance. However, such traditional music 

content can also be found on other RTÉ and TG4 services and platforms. 

 

The challenges ahead for RnaG 

 

RTÉ RnaG is at a critical juncture. Whereas it performs well to its most loyal listeners, this group is 

small and getting smaller. The challenge for the station is to continue servicing this small group, 

while simultaneously increasing its relevance and reach in other areas. Management has indicated 

that they accept this and are aware of the challenges ahead.  

The culture of RTÉ RnaG is conservative and can be resistant to change. This is understandable – the 

audience they serve is a traditional audience. However the audience they do not serve is where the 

growth area is and in seeking this audience, they must be radical or be redundant. 
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Facebook 

 

When it comes to marketing to and engaging with youth audiences, Facebook is a popular way for 

youth-oriented radio stations to stay close to their target audience. They are used by a number of 

Irish language radio stations as can be seen below: 

 

There are 1.5m Facebook users in Ireland between the ages of 15 and 34. A small and inconclusive 

survey of Facebook pages and profiles used to promote other Irish language stations would indicate 

that young people are finding other means of accessing Irish on radio and online and that RnaG trails 

badly in these figures. Most worryingly, Anocht FM, its youth oriented sub-station has no traction 

online with no Facebook page unlike other English-language youth stations in Ireland. Four people 

out of 1.8 million Facebook users in Ireland have indicated Anocht FM as an interest. 

As mentioned, this is by no means a conclusive finding, but the trends do paint their own picture.  

The exception to this is Ronán Beo, the popular mid afternoon RnaG show which has 1,342 friends, 

almost double the followers on the official RnaG page. This show has national appeal and the 

presenter is extremely popular with Gaeltacht and non-Gaeltacht speakers alike. If any programme 

proves that Irish language programmes can have nationwide success, this is it.  
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This data would indicate that there is a potential youth following for Irish language content but RnaG 

as a station is not seen as the home for it among the younger non-Gaeltacht Irish speakers. A 

concerted effort is needed by the station if it is to tap this potential and gain a long-term audience. 

NB- Since this survey was carried out RnaG have made a concerted effort to increase their Facebook 

profile and currently have over 3,000 friends. 

 

RnaG’s relationship with RTÉ 

 

The existing relationship between RTÉ management and RnaG has considerable room for 

improvement. There seems to be a gap in understanding on both parts which leads to entrenchment 

and a silo mentality. No doubt, the geographic distance and linguistic separation contributes to this 

feeling. This gap must be addressed before any meaningful reforms are possible. 

A ‘them and us’ situation exists which will ultimately be to the detriment of the smaller element of 

the relationship, namely RTÉ RnaG. It is therefore imperative that RnaG redefines its role, and makes 

its future role relevant to RTÉ. This will justify the financial allocation in terms that are 

understandable and that make sense. The basis for a new strategic approach included in the 

appendix gives an outline of RnaG’s intention in this regard. 

 

 

Further Findings 

 

Only public funding ensures broadcast of Irish language 

 

At the last census, 1.7m people declared that they could speak Irish. Yet only a small proportion of 

these watch or listen to Irish language programmes on television or radio. Within this 1.7 m, the 

level and depth of ability varies widely ranging from fluent everyday speakers to those with only a 

passing knowledge. However, the number of people professing a knowledge of the language is 

increasing and hostility to the language has decreased in recent years. The trend is towards an 

increase of speakers in urban areas and a decrease in the number of Gaeltacht speakers. 
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Small audience figures makes Irish language content commercially non-viable and as a result it is 

unlikely that any private Irish language media organ will emerge in the near future.  

Therefore, if Irish language is to be broadcast, it will only occur with state/public funding. 

Naturally, broadcasters wish to apply the same standards to Irish language programmes as those 

who broadcast in English. However, given the fact that it is non-commercial, the budgets Irish 

language content producers are required to work with are usually much smaller than those of 

English language counterparts and this is likely to remain so.  

 

The impact of budgets on quality and future audiences 

 

These smaller budgets also impact on the salaries of those working within the sector. People 

working in Irish language broadcasting outside of RTÉ generally earn less than their English language 

counterparts. This is simply a fact of life. However, there is a limit to how much this disparity can 

continue as it will be increasingly difficult to attract capable production people to the sector. As a 

consequence, the quality of programmes may suffer and audience numbers will further reduce. RTÉ 

needs to be mindful of this as resources continue to diminish. 

 

Criteria for resource allocation 

 

For RTÉ, Irish language programming will always be a cost with little if any financial return. However, 

as part of its public service remit and its legal obligations, RTÉ must provide Irish language content. 

However it is not possible to apply the same criteria to this content as is applied to other areas. 

Arguments against allocation of resources on the basis of financial return or audience figures do not 

carry the same weight in this context due to the small audiences available for the content.  

 

Criteria for what constitutes an Irish language programme 

 

Some people who contributed to this study spoke about the idea of bilingual television programmes 

such as Scannal and how accessible they were to English language speakers.  
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But others feel that these are mainly English programmes with just enough Irish to make them 

tolerable to non-Irish speakers. They felt that the pressure to chase an audience dilutes the 

programme to something that is neither Irish nor English. What constitutes an Irish language 

programme is a subject of ongoing discussion and will only be resolved when editorial staff come 

together and lay down some ground rules.  

 

Broadcasters as teachers? 

 

Irish language broadcasters insist that there is no evidence anywhere of media being successfully  

used to teach a language or add to the number of speakers. Furthermore they do not see 

themselves as teachers of Irish.  

They maintain that teaching is the role of language classes, online services, networks, the education 

system and communities.  

The broadcasters who partook in this study almost universally maintain that there should be a high 

quality media available to serve the needs of people that choose to learn or speak the language. 

This is why there is general resistance to broadcasting in broken or sub-standard Irish. The point is 

made that English language broadcasters would not expect to listen to sub-standard English. 
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Section 3: Recommendations for RTÉ 

 

Overview 

 

RTÉ needs to urgently needs to provide strategic coherence with regard to Irish language output on 

television, radio and online.  

Resource allocation decisions must be guided by an overall strategic approach. The allocation of 

resources must be aligned with desired outcomes. Unless these outcomes are clearly defined and 

understood by all involved, alignment will not be possible. 

 

Key Recommendations 

 

The overall recommendation in this report is to follow the energy; invest existing resources in the 

areas where there is already passion for the Irish language - namely TG4 and RTÉ RnaG. 

With limited and diminishing resources, it makes sense to allocate funding to those areas that are 

giving biggest return for investment, both financially and in terms of legal and public service 

obligations.  

The Irish public should know that when they want to hear and see content in the Irish language that 

it is available to them nationwide, in the highest quality and that RTÉ is playing a full and creative 

role in provision across all platforms. 

 

RTÉ should focus its resources on the continued development of: 

1. A strong and nationally focused RTÉ RnaG with content rooted in and derived from the 

Gaeltachts and Irish-speaking people. 

2. A vibrant TG4 which provides a national television service in Irish, including a comprehensive 

national news service . 
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3 Television and radio services on RTÉ that look and feel distinctly Irish with Irish language 

seen and heard more frequently in the fabric of its presentation, its content and its 

personalities.  

4 A single RTÉ Nuacht service which provides a co-ordinated Irish language news service to 

television (TG4), radio (RTÉ RnaG) and online. 

 

A high level approach needs to be adopted, led by the Director General, which will: 

 Provide a definitive interpretation of RTÉ’s legal obligations under the Broadcasting Act; 

 Define what RTE understands in relation to Irish language output in the context of the Public 

Service Broadcasting Statement and Charter. Consideration should to given to whether this 

should be defined in terms of time or resource commitment; 

 Assign clear objectives to each area of content provision; 

 Regularly monitor the implementation of the objectives; 

A group, led by the Director General, should be established to implement each of the above 

recommendations. Membership of the group should include representatives of the various Irish 

language output areas in RTÉ, RnaG, TG4, the Irish Language Advisory Board and Nuacht. Legal 

advice needs to be central to any interpretation of RTÉ’s obligations. 

After completion of this initial phase of work, it is recommended that the role of the current Irish 

Language Advisory Board be adapted/expanded to include the monitoring and reporting on Irish 

language content production. 

 

 

Building internal buy-in 

 

There is some appreciation of the added brand value that Irish language can bring to the station 

identity and to the case RTÉ makes for the licence fee in speeches, reports and charters. There is, 

however, little shared sense of how to exploit this value without damaging audience ratings.  
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RTÉ management recognises this reality and does not want Irish language to be the “cod liver oil” of 

the station, in other words, something that has to be done, but reluctantly. 

Given the reduction in resources available to RTÉ - and the commercial pressures faced by each of 

their main channels (RTÉ One, Radio 1) - it is unlikely that more Irish language content will be 

produced and broadcast on these channels. Forcing the issue without internal buy-in will only 

increase resistance. 

 

 

Recommendations for RTÉ RnaG 

 

Implement development plan 

 

The attached outline of a strategic development plan by RTÉ RnaG should be supported and 

implemented as a matter of urgency. There is recognition in the station that things need to change 

and this recognition should be built upon. The development plan relates to much of what is outlined 

within this report and a section on their online ambitions. 

Further reductions in resource allocation to RTÉ RnaG are not recommended at this time due to the 

adverse effect it may have on this process. However, it is envisaged that the strategic plan will be 

mindful of the need to reduce resource allocation as it is being developed. 

 

NB- Since the time of writing, this development plan has been advanced and is currently under 

consideration by RTE at Executive Level. 

 

Target new audiences 

 

A strong targeting of youth and non-Gaeltacht audiences should be a part this process to ensure 

future growth. The post-7pm slot, popular with a youth audience could broadcast material from 

other stations which already have that audience. Introducing a digital marketing strategy (eg use of 
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Facebook, Twitter and interactive websites) to hook in these new audiences should be key to any 

growth strategy. 

 

Working together 

 

Relationship-building initiatives could be introduced that would allow RTÉ RnaG staff to spend some 

time in RTÉ Radio 1 and vice versa. Personnel swaps, more regular use of RTÉ RnaG contributors on 

other RTÉ services and joint Irish language initiatives could be part of this.  

 

Staff development 

 

It was found that there was very little staff training being carried out in RTÉ RnaG outside those of a 

technical nature. It is recommended that a detailed schedule of staff development initiatives 

accompany the new strategic plan. 

 

 

Recommendations for RTÉ TV 

 

The nature and cost of RTÉ TV output needs to be revisited as it does not make economic sense 

compared to other areas of output. Also the scope and size of RTÉ TV must be leveraged to the 

benefit of its brand and the Irish language. 

 

Normalisation and the promotion of bilingualism 

 

RTÉ has the power to give a powerful statement of support to the notion that Ireland is a bilingual 

country. The channel can help normalise the use of Irish and be a gateway to Irish language 

programming on other services through cross promotion of programming. 
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RTÉ TV could subtly increase the frequency that it uses Irish in continuity and presentation. This is a 

potent form of normalisation and exposes more viewers to Irish than many of RTÉ’s programmes. It 

also gives status to the language as it is seen front of house on our national broadcaster. To ensure 

that this is not seen as tokenism, only people with a high command of Irish should be used. The 

policy of Irish language/bilingual continuity could be gradually extended to Sundays, public holidays, 

religious holidays and other special occasions. 

 

Use of TG4 programming 

 

RTÉ should show the best of TG4. TG4 has now been broadcasting for over 15 years. This means that 

there is 10 years of programmes where the rights have returned to the producer and these 

programmes could be shown at very little cost to RTÉ. This would also highlight RTÉ’s relationship 

with, support of and contribution to TG4 and Irish language broadcasting in general. 

 

External funding 

 

RTÉ could use the BAI Sound and Vision scheme more effectively for landmark, historical, 

educational and cultural programmes. Using this model it could produce high quality Irish language 

programmes which would be broadcast less frequently, with greater impact. These programmes 

could be used to compliment existing english language documentary strands in Arts and History. 

 

Irish Language Unit 

 

Should the Irish Language Unit in RTÉ TV be reconstituted, it could be redeployed to take 

responsibility for the TG4 output, the acquisition of TG4 programmes for broadcast on RTÉ, oversee 

Irish language commissioning through the BAI Sound and Vision scheme and co-ordinate special 

events such as Seachtain na Gaeilge, national festivals and state occasions.  
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Use of commissioning model 

 

Should RTÉ continue to produce programmes for its own schedules, it is recommended that it use 

the commissioning model rather than producing internally. The independent Irish language sector 

has a track record of delivering programmes for less than the inhouse production model.  

 

Recommendations for RTÉ Radio 

 

RTÉ Radio 1 operates under heavy commercial pressures in a highly competitive marketplace. 

Increased allocation of resources to Irish language is therefore unlikely.  

However, like RTÉ One TV, RTÉ Radio 1 commands a large audience which can assist in giving status 

to and normalising the Irish language. This is already being done by some broadcasters and the 

impact is considerable. It is recommended that all opportunities to continue and improve on this be 

examined along the same lines as in recommended for RTÉ TV. 

 

External funding 

 

It has been observed that RTÉ Radio does not compete for BAI Sound and Vision funding in Irish 

language programming. This is a valuable resource that could be used to create quality one-off 

programmes for certain anniversaries, celebrations, national festivals etc. 

 

Existing slot 

 

Should RTÉ wish to continue with its weekly hour of Irish language programming, it is recommended 

that the content be revisited by Radio 1 management to reflect the tone and ambition of the station. 

The time slot is not a particularly competitive one and it would be possible to be more adventurous 

with the content. 

However, the opportunity also exists to broadcast existing RnaG archive in that slot at no cost to the 

station while also increasing the profile of RnaG and its offering. 
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Recommendations for Nuacht 

 

As the main supplier of broadcast news in Irish in Ireland, RTÉ has an opportunity now to revisit and 

refocus the Nuacht service across all stations.  

 

Streamline availability 

 

Review the idea and concept of “providing a news and current affairs service in the Irish language”  

and streamline the current content in a way that is understood and easily accessed by those that 

avail of it. This would examine the reasons behind the use of Irish language news on Radio 1, 2FM 

and Lyric FM. TG4 and RTÉ RnaG are the most natural homes for this comprehensive service. The 

nature of the news service provided to TG4 should be revisited, if it is decided that RTÉ services 

other than RTÉ RnaG and TG4 cease Irish language news coverage. 

 

Develop an online news service 

 

Develop an online news portal in the Irish language that could link in with other Irish language news 

and current affairs sites. This is believed to be on the Nuacht TG4 agenda but needs to be addressed 

within the overall RTÉ digital strategy. Evidence suggests a high demand for online Irish language 

services but no one-stop-shop currently exists. 
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Review personnel resources 

 

RTÉ needs to urgently review the staffing numbers and duplication occurring across the three 

Nuacht services of RTÉ, TG4 and RTÉ RnaG. It also needs to review the fluency and talent available 

amongst staff working on English language programmes to outline where a high level of Irish can be 

easily included in programming. 

A complete news service on TG4 

TG4 is the natural home for a complete television news service. It is recommended to explore the 

possibility of providing a bulletin service on the station to compliment the main evening news at 

7pm. This would provide audiences with a comprehensive Irish language news service on one 

location and provide considerable savings to RTÉ without losing service. 

 

Develop an Irish language news agency 

A possibility that could be explored is where an independent Irish language news service could be 

established (Seirbhís Nuacht Gaeilge). This would provide news for radio, television and online for all 

services in the RTÉ stable as well as meeting the needs of external clients. This could lead to proper 

multiplatform journalism rather than the single discipline approach being used at the moment. 

 

 

Recommendations relating to provision of programmes to TG4 

 

The cost of provision of programmes to TG4 has been reduced substantially over the past few years. 

Very little of this content is produced internally within RTÉ. It is likely that this trend will continue 

unless a change of emphasis is brought about. If RTÉ is to continue to reduce the Irish language 

output on its own channels, whilst simultaneously reducing the resources allocated to the TG4 

provision, then the fulfilment of its legal and public service obligations may be open to question. 

It is recommended here that before any further reductions are embarked upon, the overall 

interpretation of the Act be defined and the resource allocation across all services agreed. 
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Outline proposal of RnaG’s three-year strategy 

 

 

Outline of RTÉ Raidió na Gaeltachta’s Proposal to Develop a 3 Year Strategy 

2012 will see RTÉ RnaG celebrate 40 years of broadcasting. These past 40 years have seen many 

changes in both Irish-language broadcasting and in the Irish-language demographic, and RTÉ RnaG 

sees it as imperative that a full review of the station’s approach and modus operandi be undertaken, 

to ensure that the station is (a) relevant to a changing audience and (b) operating as efficiently as 

possible, thereby ensuring that RnaG is fit for purpose. 

When RTÉ RnaG was established in 1972, its sole remit was to provide a radio service for the Irish-

speaking Gaeltacht population. Substantial changes have taken place in the Gaeilge-speaking 

demographic since then, however, with a decrease in the number of Gaeltacht-based speakers, and 

an increase in those speaking Irish outside of traditional Gaeltacht boundaries. 

The establishing in 1996 of Teilifís na Gaeilge (now TG4) saw the first major change in the Irish-

language broadcasting landscape in 24 years. While there is a wide awareness of TG4 outside of 

Gaeltacht areas, it has to be recognised that TG4’s purpose was defined in this modern era, and that 

RTÉ RnaG’s defined purpose has its roots very much embedded in the Gaeltacht agitation that saw 

the station’s creation in 1972. 

RTÉ RnaG’s 3 Year Strategy will see a comprehensive review and examination of all aspects of the 

service, with the aim of developing a contextualised plan of action, for the upcoming three years.  

Among the aspects to be examined: 

 the changing Irish-language demographic and how to service it 

 developing a structured online strategy 

 the role and purpose of marketing for RnaG 

 audience methods of RnaG consumption  

 RnaG’s role in Irish-language education 

 RnaG’s role within RTÉ’s Irish-language broadcasting services 
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 RnaG’s place, and relationship, within the greater RTÉ structure 

 staff perception of their role within RTÉ and within RnaG 

 efficiencies and enhanced cooperation across RTÉ’s Irish-language services 

 audience relationship 

 RnaG’s cultural and financial value to RTÉ, in terms of fulfilling legislative remits 

 the possibility of raising awareness and audience numbers in the non-Gaeilge speaking 

market 

 the use of resources such as archive 

 RnaG’s role in the provision of material for other RTÉ Radio services 

 RnaG’s role in the 20 Year Strategy on the Irish Language 

 

The Strategy will be developed with input from: 

 RTÉ RnaG management 

 RTÉ management 

 RTÉ RnaG staff 

 Comhairle RTÉ RnaG 

 Audience feedback and other interested parties 

 

Online Service 

 

As part of its 3 Year Strategy, RTÉ Raidió na Gaeltachta proposes to provide a significantly expanded 

online service, with a particular emphasis on catering for Irish language learners and improvers not 

currently catered for by the station’s broadcast output.  RnaG will do so by using original and 

repurposed material, and by creating strategic alliances with relevant parties. 
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The station also proposes to provide online Gaeltacht, national and international news content, and 

to position its website so that it will see increased daily use both in the domestic and foreign market. 

 

It is important that RTÉ Raidió na Gaeltachta has the resources to implement such a significant 

service, so as to tap into a substantial market currently not catered for. 

 


