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President, Minister, ladies and gentlemen, good morning and welcome. 

 

I am delighted to be here in UCC for today’s event. On behalf of RTÉ, I would like to 

thank the University and in particular, Dr Finola Doyle-O’Neill for inviting me to 

speak and for organising what promises to be  a stimulating and thought provoking 

day.  

 

As you know, today is part of a series of events to celebrate 50 years of television in 

Ireland. Anniversaries nearly always prompt reflection - anniversaries that fall at 

times of profound uncertainty, change and challenge perhaps even more so. 

 

So it has been for RTÉ this year. This important anniversary has coincided with one of 

the most turbulent periods in recent history, where the social, political, economic 
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and technological landscape is rapidly changing before our eyes, not just in Ireland 

but across Europe and beyond. 

 

Everything, it seems is up for grabs. Every institution or body that receives public 

funding has to restate its value, reclaim its legitimacy and remake its case. And 

almost every business is fighting to reduce costs and manage with reduced revenues. 

For media organisations, the march of exciting but also disruptive technology rolls 

on, as the internet age gathers pace and that same technology - once the preserve of 

the few - becomes ubiquitous, cheap and increasingly sophisticated.  

 

In that sense it is appropriate that we are here at the request of the History 

Department in the University, rather than the Communications or Media 

departments. Historians, more than most, understand context. They look to 

understand and make sense of the different layers and different pressures that 

shape the past. They know the past is complicated, contradictory and illusive. That 

few things travel in straight lines. They understand that the industrial revolution 

changed society as much as it changed industry and that so too the internet age, still 

in its infancy, will have consequences that we can’t now foresee.  

 

Historians also typically understand pivotal moments when factors conspire to lead 

to the beginning of a different history.  

 

I believe that, in the context of the evolution of television and the broader media 

ecosystem in Ireland, we are now at such a crossroads. Amidst all the challenge and 
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even chaos, we have a real opportunity and perhaps a duty to re-shape the media 

landscape. 

 

Over the past 50 years RTÉ has been companion to, participant in and observer of all 

of that has changed in Ireland. It has been our duty to investigate it, report it, reflect 

it, and celebrate it. Over this period in many ways television, particularly news and 

current affairs television, became the first author of history – or at least the author 

of the first published draft.  RTÉ has been both a mirror and a lens – reflecting and 

focusing the national conversation.  

 

Anyone who saw Battle Station on RTÉ One recently will be reminded of the fear and 

trepidation which greeted television in some quarters when it first arrived here. Who 

would own it? How could we control what it said? What will it do to us?  

 

In hindsight their worries were justified. The introduction of domestic television 

changed everything utterly in this country by not only providing a window into our 

own society but also by providing Irish people with a much clearer window on the 

world.  

 

Some criticised ‘Battle Station’ for over-emphasising Television’s own role and 

overlooking other forces that shaped modern Ireland. I disagree with the criticism of 

the programmes but I take the broader point. Any country that had amongst the 

highest per capita consumption of newspapers and radio anywhere in the world, as 

Ireland did, had to be informed, influenced and shaped in a variety of ways. 
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Television played its part but so did others, both outside and inside RTÉ. A proper 

history of Gay Byrne’s contribution to Irish broadcasting and society will surely have 

his Radio show feature as prominently as his Television work? 

 

My colleague John Bowman will discuss RTÉ Television’s last 50 years. Today I want 

to look to the future. I want to talk about what has made television the super 

medium and explain why it is I think we are at such a pivotal juncture - a juncture 

that requires careful thought, debate and ultimately, some critical judgments and 

decisions.  

 

This is not the first or last time that the future of television will be discussed. 

Predictions of the demise of television are as common as predictions about 

tomorrow’s weather, and sadly, they are just as accurate. If you type ‘death of 

television’ into Google it produces nearly two billion results – spanning decades of 

prediction and analysis - most of which prophesise the demise of television as a form 

of mass entertainment.  

 

These articles, written by some of the brightest commentators down through the 

decades all mention the latest assassins who will slay the giant of television. The 

VCR, the DVD, the internet, digital TV, and new on demand internet services like You 

Tube, TiVo, Hulu, Netflix and a thousand other heroes who were going to finally see 

this slow and old fashioned beast off, once and for all. 

 

But like the Hydra in Greek mythology, television has refused to go away. For every 
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challenge, television grew another head, adapted and survived. 

 

Today more people than ever are watching television, there are more TV stations 

than ever before in more places than ever before showing more programming than 

ever before. 

Irish people today are watching television for close to 4 hours per day. And despite 

the multiple ways we have now of watching what we want, when we want it, over 

90% of television is still being watched live. The most popular programme on Irish 

television last year, The Late Late Toy Show had its highest audience in 17 years. 

Where many predicted the death of such shared national moments on television, 

the BBC's Olympics coverage was watched by 90% of the UK population - the "largest 

TV audiences since the pre-digital age". A number of years ago TV began losing 

shared family viewing, but then along came the phenomenon of the X-Factor, You’re 

A Star and Strictly Come Dancing, which re-engaged entire families around the TV 

set. When those figures started dipping, along came the HD, Digital widescreen 

Television. New research suggests that family viewing has again begun to increase as 

families sit together to share what is for most the only large, expensive TV set in the 

household. But that will change too. That is the only certainty we face in this 

business, constant change.  

A key question for us to ask is what makes television so durable? With so many other 

avenues available for mass entertainment, so many other places to receive and 

absorb information, so many other ways to communicate to the world, why has 

television remained dominant? 
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I believe that television has survived, and indeed thrived due to the fundamental 

service it provides to audiences. Television is a brutally unforgiving business.  

Television has learned that audiences react immediately to programmes they don’t 

like, by switching channels or switching off. This understanding and long lasting 

relationship with its audience has fashioned the television service to fit some 

fundamental human needs.  

 

Those needs are simple really. 

 

Firstly, the need for information 

We are creatures that thirst for information. So whether it’s the latest events in 

Syria, the pictures of the IMF officials entering the Department of Finance, the fate 

of our Olympians or where the summer’s rain is falling heaviest, we want to know 

and television satisfies that demand in a unique way. This was as true in 1963 when 

RTÉ televised President Kennedy’s visit to Ireland as it was last year when we 

televised the visits of President Obama and the Queen.   

 

But people need to trust the source of their information. They need to know there is 

no agenda except the public good. Most importantly, they need to know that the 

provider of information is one governed by rules and standards, without an agenda 

and ultimately answerable to the people. This is what RTÉ has to continuously strive 

for.  
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Secondly there is the need for entertainment 

We are also creatures that yearn for escape. Since the beginning of time we have 

told stories that allow us escape. Television again has delivered on this need more 

than any other medium invented.  

 

We can lose ourselves in the antics of Nidge in Love/Hate, we can immerse ourselves 

in Corrie storylines on TV3, or marvel at the vignettes of Irish life in Cogar on TG4.   

 

Some argue that escapism and entertainment have no place on a public service 

station, but I believe that argument is elitist. Even Seán Lemass, who had very clear 

and prescriptive views of what public service television should do, accepted that 

‘television was primarily a medium for entertainment’.   

 

If RTÉ is not servicing the need of our audience for occasional escape, we are 

neglecting one of their most fundamental needs.  An audience that pays for a public 

broadcasting service should be entitled to a complete service. On its best nights, the 

Late Late Show, with its varied palette and routine changing of gears, has been a 

vivid example of how pointless it is to attempt to pigeon hole. 

 

But perhaps most of all, what television tapped into was the fundamental need of 

humans to belong. By creating shared experiences television offered a sense of 

belonging to a wider community. It provided a platform for debate and conversation. 

In the case of global events such as 9/11 or the Ethiopian famine in the 1980’s, 

television made the world smaller and allowed us be part of what Kennedy 
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described as the ‘family of man’.  

 

This perhaps is where Public Service television plays its most crucial role. By 

broadcasting programmes with a broader agenda than simply profit, RTÉ has over 

the last 50 years given us moments that help us feel part of a whole.  

 

But television also has its flaws. Its many critics - some reasoned some extreme. 

Television has been accused of stealing our children’s lives, of dumbing down our 

view of the world, of hyping celebrity for its own sake, of selling things we never 

wanted or needed, of pushing an agenda, or making us fat, promiscuous, lazy and 

any other ill you can imagine. At least some of these claims have a ring of truth to 

them. The power of television is such that it must be regulated and the dialogue 

between broadcasters, regulators, the audience and the market must be vigorous 

and constant to achieve that balance between what is of real value and what is 

merely profitable. 

 

So television at the moment is one of the most exciting industries to be in and the 

pace of adaptation is testing us all.   

Perhaps to get a sense of how this change may play out over the next 50 years is to 

look at how much has changed over the past 5:  
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2007-2012 

In 2007 we had Channel 6 and City Channel. Setanta Sports was valued at over 

€700m euro.  

 

In 2007 the stubby Nokia was the most popular phone. There was no iphone, no ipad 

and no android devices.  

 

In 2007, Facebook had 30 million users, today it’s over 900m. Twitter had 4000 

tweets per day, now that is 340m. 

 

Since 2007 Sunday newspaper circulation is down 30% and why wouldn’t it be – back 

then we had the Star on Sunday and the Sunday Tribune on our newsstands. 

 

In 2007 we were facing a soft landing, in 2012 we are still falling. 

 

This year, RTE’s commercial and public income will be over 100m Euro less than 

what it was just five years ago. 

 

But not everything was falling. The number of television channels selling opt-out 

advertising in Ireland in that period actually grew by 50% to 33. And virtually none of 

those channels invests a cent in the Irish production sector. 

 

Since 2007, SKY TV’s revenue has increased by close to 3 billion Euro. 
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Google’s global advertising revenue more than doubled to 38 billion in that period. 

 

In 2007 Saorview didn’t exist, yet on the 24th of October the analogue TV signal in 

Ireland will be switched off forever and a whole new era of television will begin. 

 

Imagine all this change in just five years or less.  

 

What will the next five bring for Television? Is traditional linear television finally 

about to meet its match? I don’t believe so but I think our definition of ‘Television’ 

will fundamentally change. Those who talk of the death of television and see the 

future only in new media, digital terms are misjudging history’s great shape changer. 

Similarly those who underestimate the scale of change will be left behind. What 

we’re seeing now is pluralism in access and consumption.  

 

There is no one way to view television any more. The Rubberbandits’ moving 

television tribute to the equine world, ‘Horse Outside’ has been viewed 9 million 

times on YouTube. Over 12% of the audience of Channel 4’s ‘Million Pound Drop’ 

play the game online during the show, social media usage during live television 

programmes is currently running at over 60% in some demographics and shows like 

‘Republic of Telly’ and ‘Revenge’ are already gaining a double digit percentage of 

their viewership from online and on-demand access. 

 

And yet, a raft of RTÉ programmes have no presence on YouTube. Others have no 

demand whatsoever when clips from them are placed there. Some of our most 
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popular mass audience programming have minimal viewer interaction and gain less 

than 1% of their audience from on demand views on the RTÉ Player. And all our 

research shows that the television in the sitting room showing live programming is 

where the vast majority of Irish people will continue to get their TV viewing in the 

short to medium term.  

What will change is that an ever growing proportion of that viewing will be watched 

on mobile, on tablet or on desktop.  

 

What will also change with increased broadband penetration and connected TV’s, is 

that the range of companies supplying programmes to the TV set in the living room 

will change dramatically. It will no longer be the preserve of broadcasters – telcom 

companies, online specialists and a host of others will supply your TV set with 

content you will view, without you even necessarily knowing or caring who the 

source is. The recent purchase of UK Premier League rights by British Telecom, 

outbidding the mighty SKY for some of those rights, is the clearest sign yet of how 

much more complicated the industry will become.  

 

But there is one constant in all this change – the power of content, the impact of the 

creative mind. All of us in this industry need to make sure we are not so blinded by 

technology, so distracted by the possibilities of distribution that we ignore the 

original idea that makes it all possible. I come from a programme-making 

background. When I started my job as Director General last year, RTÉ was 

forecasting a 30 million Euro deficit. A lot of my time and public pronouncements 

have therefore been about cost reduction and change programmes.  



12 
 

 

But I will never lose sight of the fact that, every now and again, the absolute cliché is 

also the prophetic vision – in this case it is that content really is king. We must 

continue to invest in programmes and programme-makers, both in RTÉ and in the 

independent sector. We must prioritise investment in the creativity of all those who 

work for us.  

 

To do this we must ensure that we are properly funded and that the cycle of 

financial crisis that has bedeviled the organization is ended. 

How do broad based PSB channels with multiple objectives and responsibilities 

compete for revenue against hundreds of channels, with no such obligations, 

targeted at the most lucrative segments of the audience?  

How will Public Service television adapt to the new financial reality that is making its 

present funding model more difficult to sustain. 

 

This is the single biggest item on my agenda at the moment, and it is the single 

biggest conundrum facing RTÉ and commercially funded PSBs across Europe and 

beyond. 

 

RTÉ has cut almost 20% from our operating costs, more and faster than any other 

public body. We have cut pay at all levels of the organisation, cancelled all bonuses 

and reduced allowances. We reduced our staff numbers by close to 20% - losing very 

talented and experienced people along the way.  And yet this year, given the 
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commercial market we operate in, we will still face a deficit.  

 

This is unsustainable. RTÉ is well on its way to fixing its finances. But I must be 

honest, there will be consequences. This is why I think we are at a crossroads. 

 

We are acutely aware of the severe financial setbacks suffered by our audience, 

suppliers, competitors and partners. We know that our commercial competitors reap 

the rewards of a buoyant economy but also feel the pain of a downturn. We know 

that pluralism in the provision of Irish online content, and the media in general, is in 

everyone’s interest. We must remember that a whole swathe of the creative sector - 

be it independent producers, musicians, actors and writers - is sustained by the 

decisions RTÉ makes and can afford to make, and they are suffering too. 

 

Is there a way to square this complicated circle?  

 

Will a new household media charge, with no added burden per individual, 

significantly increase the amount of public funding available? Could or should it 

provide the opportunity for a re-calibration of RTÉ’s public income versus it’s 

commercial income? Could the existing BAI fund be part of this? What would RTÉ 

need to do to achieve this? What further commitments could be made on content or 

to the independent sector? What would RTÉ give up? What would it share – how far 

would it go in sharing content, beyond the offer already made on News?  
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All of these are critical questions with complicated answers. They require extensive 

examination and debate. That is a debate that RTÉ is open to having.  

 

Media does not belong to any one of us, it belongs to us all. It is the chorus of the 

many that makes television the shared experience that we are passionate about. 

And this continuous debate is the whetstone on which the television offering will 

sharpen itself. 

It is within us to choose the type of public discourse we want. It is within us to 

choose the structure of media ownership and public service media provision we 

want. I believe the prize in getting this right is worth it.  

 

The prize is:  

• A media ecosystem that celebrates the best of us and holds everyone to 

account.  

• A media ecosystem that is diverse in viewpoint and focus, that has room for 

commercial enterprise but also one that retains a public space where 

everyone can participate. 

• A media ecosystem that supports and sustains Irish creativity, Irish voices and 

Irish creative talent, and promotes and encourages high standards and 

retains the trust of the public. 

• A media that understands, engages with and serves the public to best of our 

collective ability.  
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For our part, at the end of this year RTÉ will set out a fully costed five year strategy. 

This ultimately will be our deal with the public. 

  

• It will be our view of what we think the future will be how we think we 

should face that future, how we think we can best offer real value and 

enhance our public service offering.  

• It will detail the channels and services we want to offer the public.  

• It will offer clear commitments on quality, range and depth of content.  

• It will offer a clear view on what platforms and devices RTÉ content will be 

available.  

• And it will offer our best predictions of how we think all of this can be 

financially supported and sustained.  

• Finally, it will also clearly indicate how RTÉ itself will change and reform.  

 

I am confident we can set out a bold and compelling vision for public service media 

in Ireland.  In doing so I hope we can start a real and positive debate about what kind 

of media environment we all want.  

 

Historian Liam de Paor wrote at a different time, but in similar economic 

circumstances that: ‘under the rapid and bewildering changes now occurring in 

Ireland, a completely new national identity and destiny is taking shape.’  

 

Just as Ireland emerged from the eighties, so too a new Ireland will emerge from its 

current difficulties.  
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RTÉ is committed to being an organization for these times, fit for the society we 

serve and fit to play our unique part in helping our country recover.  

 

So this year, while we may have paused to look back and enjoy the nostalgia that 

comes with celebrating 50 years of television in Ireland, it will be all eyes ahead now 

to shape and celebrate what the next 50 will bring. 

 

Thank You. 

 

 


