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The Irish Coalition for People living with Obesity (ICPO) is being formed as a non-profit organisation.
We are a group of individuals who have been working towards creating this organisation and await
confirmation of registration (CRO) while we continue advocating for people who live with
overweight or obesity. Our aim is to address weight bias and stigma when we see it, and respectfully
point out the consequences of it.

This complaint relates to the segment on RTE does Comic Relief Part 2, which featured the character
“Rats” from Paths to Freedom.

This sketch contributes to the widespread stigma against people with obesity, which is a complex
medical condition. Suggesting people who are “ancient and fat” should stay at home and that it is “a
public service to suggest they stay at home until they lose a few pounds” although intended as
comedy, are highly inappropriate and harmful suggestions which target a vulnerable group in
society.

When people hold negative weight-related beliefs or attitudes towards people in larger bodies, this
is known as weight bias. When expressed as social exclusion, stereotyping and discrimination, this is
called weight stigma.

Both impact on mental and physical health and can lead people living with overweight or obesity to
engage in behaviours that promote poor nutrition and a more sedentary lifestyle. It causes people to
avoid appointments with health professionals and lead them to feel excluded from society. People
who are stigmatised face social rejection and lower peer acceptance. The range of psychological
consequences can be increased for depression, anxiety, low self-esteem, poor body image and even
suicidal ideation.

Weight bias and stigma does not increase motivation or entice people to lose weight.

Weight is determined by many different factors including genetics, biology, the environment,
economic factors, medications, culture, and psychology to name a few. Weight stigma has become a
serious public health issue.

Our nation has been coping with the COVID-19 virus since early March and people have had to cope
in different ways. Emotionally, financially, psychologically, physically it has turned lives upside down.
Many did not leave their homes for long periods of time.

Many people with obesity who have self-isolated have already encountered stigma in their daily life.
Some are already trying to cope with low mood and depression. Self-isolation measures made it
difficult for many to access their usual support networks. Furthermore, many weight management
programmes are postponed at present so people living with obesity cannot access the support they
need.

Principle 3 in the Broadcasting Authority Ireland Code of Programme Standards states
Broadcasters must take due care to ensure that audiences are not exposed to harmful content
Principle 5 states “the manner in which persons and groups in society are represented shall be
appropriate and justifiable and shall not prejudice respect for human dignity”. Furthermore
“Programme material shall not stigmatise, support or condone discrimination, or incite hatred
against persons or groups in society”



In fulfilment of Principle 5, broadcasters shall: Recognise that the use of terms, references and
images could be considered offensive to persons and groups in society and associated colloquial
terms of abuse aimed at any groups requires editorial justification for their inclusion in the
programme.

In addition, we also note the BAI’s own commitment to apply and monitor its Code of Programming
Standards under the ‘Connecting for Life strategy’, (CFL), Ireland’s National strategy to Reduce
Suicide 2015-2020. The CFL is based on national and international evidence on suicide prevention
strategies. It is designed to be a living document with actions adapted and updated to meet a
changing society.

Some of our members have reported they have received replies to their personal complaints stating
that no breach of regulation codes was made, as obesity is not in the list of categories of people who
should not be discriminated against.

The BAI ‘forward’ to their Code of Programme Standards acknowledges that their list of
requirements is ‘not exhaustive’. Therefore, because obesity is not specifically listed as a vulnerable
group, it does not follow that it should be excluded altogether. Given the response from RTE which
has used the exclusion of the word obesity as a shield, the time has clearly arrived for obesity to be
added to the list.

Overweight and obesity combined currently impacts 60% of our adult population.

It is worth noting in April 2015, the decision of the Court of Justice of the European Union (CJEU) in
Kaltoft (Case C-354/13), on whether obesity discrimination can amount to disability discrimination,
did recognise that in some cases differential treatment on the basis of obesity can amount to
disability discrimination. CJEU agrees that obesity may hinder the full and effective participation of
some persons in professional life on a long-term basis and in those cases, obesity discrimination can
fall within the EU concept of ‘disability discrimination’.

One of RTE’s responses states that while 1.4 million viewers tuned into the show, only a handful of
people complained, “that overwhelmingly viewers saw it for what it was — comedy; they did not
regard it as gratuitous or deeply offensive”. There was a time when RTE would not have received
many complaints about gender- and race-based discrimination. Does RTE only consider racist and
sexist ‘comedy’ unacceptable now because there would be too many complaints if included in a
broadcast today? Is RTE only prepared to take a position against discrimination if enough people
complain about it?

We would respectfully suggest that rather than dismiss our complaint, the national broadcaster of
Ireland could use this as an opportunity to learn about weight stigma and consider what is the right
thing to do, rather than wait until sufficient numbers of people tell you what you should do. Please
read the attached International Joint Consensus Statement, published in February 2020, so that you
will hopefully understand why the show does indeed cause “undue offence”.

Weight stigma has a direct harmful effect on this vulnerable group, one of the consequences being
that they may not have the courage to write letters of complaints themselves in fear of being further
stigmatised.

We at ICPO represent those who cannot use their own voice to complain.

We await your response on this matter. The following people and organisations support this
complaint.
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