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DIRECtOR-GENERAl’S REVIEW

I certainly felt that during 2014. Not just because of the stand out 
programming, reporting and innovations RtÉ delivered across the year, 
but also because of the backdrop against which they were made. 

RtÉ has come through one of the most difficult and turbulent periods 
in its history. Over the past three years RtÉ has met, head on, the 
multiple challenges of editorial mistakes, dramatic falls in revenue, new 
competition and disruptive technology. 

Faced with these challenges, RtÉ has responded by developing a clear 
strategy to position the organisation for the long-term. We are now well 
on the way to evolving from a public service broadcaster to a public 
service media organisation relevant and essential to the increasingly 
digital lives of Irish people. 

the five-year strategy that RtÉ published in 2013 has set in train a 
period of change and renewal in RtÉ that continued apace during 2014. 
Everywhere you look in the organisation there are changes underway to 
meet the challenges we face. 

I can now say with confidence that our strategy is working. 2014 will be 
the second year running that RtÉ will achieve a small financial surplus, 

Many times in my career in RtÉ, I have been fortunate 
enough to feel genuinely proud of the organisation, the 
work we all do and the impact it can have. 
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in the face of a further reduction in its public funding for the year. Central 
to our strategy was returning RtÉ to a more stable financial footing and 
while further funding is needed, we have achieved a firmer financial 
base. While very significant financial challenges remain, RtÉ is now in a 
much better place to meet them. 

As a not-for-profit creative media organisation, however, all of our efforts 
to reduce costs and grow revenues would be for nothing if we didn’t 
continue to deliver for audiences with our programming and services 
and continue innovating with new digital products and services. 

Across the year there were many stand-out moments on air and on 
screen. 

At the end of President Higgins’ historic state visit to Britain, the 
Ceiliúradh concert in the Royal Albert Hall in April streamed live to the 
world on RtÉ Player and broadcast on RtÉ One and RtÉ Radio 1 was a 
special event and fitting end to an important week. 

In May, for the first time in a European election, RtÉ, through a series 
of debates on Prime Time, offered every candidate the opportunity to 
discuss the issues and put forward their case for election on national 
television. Close to 1 million viewers watched RtÉ’s dedicated Elections 
2014 results programmes on RtÉ One, in addition to the detailed 
coverage across news bulletins and allied to RtÉ’s comprehensive 
election coverage on Radio 1 and the 10 million page views for news 
content over the results weekend on RtÉ.ie and the RtÉ News Now app 
– no other media organisation in Ireland provides this level of coverage 
of national events across media and devices.

the RtÉ Investigations unit produced a series of important reports 
during 2014, many of which provoked considerable national debate and 
changes in public policy. Fatal Failures reported on the deaths of four 
babies in the Midland Regional Hospital in Portlaoise; The Torture Files 
produced new evidence of the torture of ‘the hooded men’ by the British 
State during internment; The Ambulance Service Uncovered revealed 
excessively slow response times to life-threatening emergencies; and 
Inside Bungalow 3 revealed the abuse of patients with disabilities at the 
Áras Attracta care home in Mayo. 

We promised just a couple of years ago, following serious editorial 
mistakes, that we would not reduce our commitment to investigative 
journalism. We haven’t – and we won’t. Our investigative reporting and 
programming is now as strong as it has ever been. 

September heralded a major advance for Irish-language news in 
RtÉ, with the advent of a comprehensive online news service in Irish 
for the first time and a restructured news service on radio, which 
saw bulletins ‘as Gaeilge’ delivered from RtÉ Raidió na Gaeltachta 
in Casla, Connemara. RtÉ Raidió na Gaeltachta in Casla is now the 
main production centre for national and international Irish-language 
news on radio, providing all thirty-two Irish-language bulletins across 

Radio 1, lyric fm and 2fm, in addition to the station’s own news service. In 
parallel, online and on mobile we launched a national, international and 
regional news service in Irish for the first time. these were important 
developments for RtÉ’s provision of Irish language services that will be 
built upon as we begin to implement the recommendations in the Report 
of RtÉ’s Irish language Working Group published during the year. 

Given the financial challenges, reducing RtÉ’s sports rights costs, 
while also maintaining our major rights, was a key goal in our five year 
strategy. We have prioritised investment to deliver coverage of national 
teams, national games and major events. Within that context and in an 
increasingly competitive market, RtÉ retained its GAA television and 
radio rights, ensuring that coverage of Gaelic games is delivered free-
to-air to Irish audiences until 2017. the 2014 season proved to be a big 
winner for audiences with huge numbers tuning to RtÉ’s coverage and 
analysis. 

In a new departure for both RtÉ and the GAA, in May together we 
launched an entirely new international digital service, GAAGO. this 
service enables fans outside of Ireland to watch the 2014 GAA 
Championship games (over forty-five games internationally) on any 
Internet-enabled device. Games were streamed in high-quality HD and 
included full commentary, scores and studio programming as broadcast 
to audiences in Ireland.

Within six months of launch, the service was being accessed by fans in 
157 countries worldwide, with the highest number of streams coming 
from the united States, Great Britain, Australia and Canada. Building 
on the strong success of the first season, in December RtÉ and the 
GAA announced an expansion of the service with more than double the 
number of matches being offered to fans internationally in 2015.

that two organisations so central to Irish life have maintained such a 
strong relationship over so many years is very special. In recent years 
liam O’Neill and Páraic Duffy have led the GAA through a key period of 
change and innovation. I am delighted that RtÉ has been a key partner 
in that journey and I very much look forward to seeing where it may bring 
both organisations in the years ahead. 

the 2014 FIFA World Cup saw Irish audiences watch in record numbers 
across RtÉ2 television, RtÉ Player and RtÉ.ie. the fifty-six live games 
on RtÉ2 averaged over 335,000 per match – up 28% on 2010. the 
final peaked at over 1.2 million viewers and was the highest television 
audience for a World Cup Final since uSA ’94. 2014’s final was also 
notable for being the final bow for broadcasting legend Bill O’Herlihy. 
At the centre of so many great sporting moments for Irish audiences, 
his contribution has been enormous. I wish him the very best in his 
retirement. 

RtÉ also covered a remarkable year for Irish rugby, with just one loss 
across the full year with wins over both South Africa and Australia in the 
Autumn series. Close to 900,000 tuned in to watch Ireland’s 6 Nations 
victory over France in Paris as Joe Schmidt’s side clinched the 2014 title 
and the nation bid farewell to Brian O’Driscoll. 

In such a competitive international market, where many sports events 
are now available across different channels to Irish audiences, it is 
remarkable that all of the top-twenty most-watched sports programmes 
of the year in Ireland were broadcast on RtÉ.  

I can now say with 
confidence that our 
strategy is working.  
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Our two new Channel Controllers in RtÉ television hit the ground 
running in 2014, bringing to life in our schedules the direction we set out 
for the channels in our five-year strategy. 

Strong programming across RtÉ One paved the way for modest growth 
in commercial television revenue for the first time in four years. The Late 
Late Toy Show was one of the most successful programmes in RtÉ’s 
history, attracting a record number of viewers with an average audience 
of close to 1.6 million. Drama on RtÉ One had a particularly strong year 
with Amber and Love/Hate proving appointment-to-view television for 
the whole country. While the longest running soap in the country, Fair 
City, celebrated its twenty-fifth birthday in September. 

Allied to very strong news and current affairs programming RtÉ One’s 
factual output had real impact with audiences across the year. ROG 
– The Ronan O’Gara Documentary gained an audience of 594,800, 
while documentaries such as The Probation Services, Close to Evil and 
Women on the Inside proved both critical and audience successes. 
David Brophy’s two part High Hopes choir series was as uplifting as 
it was poignant as he respectfully engaged homeless people in both 
Dublin and Waterford on a musical and confidence-building journey.

A new look and new schedule of programmes aimed at younger viewers 
saw RtÉ2 become the second most-popular channel for 15–24s in 
Ireland, increasing its share of 15–34s by 13% over the year. In doing so it 
proved with programmes like Bressie’s Teenage Kicks, Damo and Ivor, 
Donal Walsh – My Story, Second Captains, Republic of Telly, Connected 
and others that making public service television for and about younger 
Irish audiences can be entertaining, engaging and worthwhile. 

the success of key programming across both RtÉ One and RtÉ2 
clearly shows that linear television is being enhanced by the proliferation 
of social platforms which, far from being a threat, are becoming key 
points of connection.

RtÉ Radio 1 maintained its position as the nation’s most-listened-to 
station in 2014, producing eighteen of the top-twenty most-listened-
to programmes in the country. Following on from a year of change in 
2013, new programmes like Today with Sean O’Rourke and Sunday with 
Miriam settled well into the schedule, delivering quality programming. 
the sharing of resources and people across the organisation allowed us 
to see presenters like Brian Dowling, Claire Byrne, Richard Crowley, Aine 
lawlor, Audrey Carville and Keelin Shanley present significant tranches 
of programming on Radio 1.

Not content to stand still, towards the end of the year we announced 
that Ray D’Arcy would join the schedule as we continue to refresh the 
service. We are determined that Radio 1 will maintain its unique position 
in Irish society and we will all do all we can to ensure that is the case.

2014 has been a turnaround year for RtÉ 2fm. In line with the strategy 
set out for the station to engage 25–34-year-olds and recruit new 
listeners, we completely changed the schedule in the middle of March 
2014, introducing a range of new voices such as Nicky Byrne, Eoin 
McDermott, Bernard O’Shea, Jennifer Maguire, louise McSharry, Chris 
Greene and Ciara King, while retaining strong performers Ryan tubridy, 
Rick O’Shea and Colm Hayes. With so much change, as expected we 
saw an initial drop in listeners but by year end both the profile and the 
size of the audience was growing. As was the stations commercial 

performance, with advertising revenues increasing by 15% year on year. 
With the alterations to the schedules on our competitor services a real 
opportunity, the future for 2fm, as a key connection point for younger 
audiences with RtÉ, looks very promising. 

Across 2014 RtÉ continued to develop and enhance the quality of its 
online and mobile services across multiple devices, allowing audiences 
both nationally and internationally to discover, enjoy and engage with 
RtÉ content when, where and how they want to. In addition to launching 
the GAAGO service, we completely revamped the RtÉ News Now 
mobile news app and made key announcements on a new international 
subscription service to be launched in early 2015. Reflective of the 
key trend towards mobile, the RtÉ News Now app accounted for over 
40% of RtÉ’s digital traffic in 2014, with overall mobile traffic to all RtÉ’s 
online services now exceeding 70% – a huge change in just a few years. 

RtÉ Player remained the number one television on-demand service in 
Ireland in 2014 with 33% of adults having used the service, equivalent 
to over 1.3 million people. Delivering over fifty-one million streams to 
audiences both nationally and internationally the RtÉ Player is now a 
key access point for audiences for both live and catch-up programming. 

RtÉ’s digital services are now central to delivering on our public service 
remit. While 94% of Irish people use one or more of RtÉ’s services in 
any given week, close to 50% now connect with RtÉ using our online 
and mobile digital services. the opportunities for public service media 
and RtÉ in the digital space are enormous and hugely exciting. We 
must continue to innovate by enhancing our existing digital services and 
developing new ones and I am confident we will.

Over the past three years we have made huge progress in reshaping 
the organisation for the future, not only by reducing costs but also by 
continuing to review and enhance everything we do. 

During this period we have also come through a period of extensive 
independent external review. In addition to the annual performance 
reviews undertaken by the BAI and their consultants, in 2013 we 
underwent a much more in depth five-year review process. this 
was followed in 2014 by two further reviews; one on our efficiencies 
conducted by New Era and another on the Irish advertising market 
conducted by Indecon, both on behalf of the Department of 
Communications, Energy and Natural Resources. 

While 94% of Irish people 
use one or more of RTÉ’s 
services in any given week, 
close to 50% now connect 
with RTÉ using our online 
and mobile digital services.
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the scope and nature of these reviews is reflective of how RtÉ is 
set up as a dual-funded public service broadcaster. On the one 
hand, the Government and the BAI must be satisfied that RtÉ’s use 
of public funds is efficient, transparent and in fulfilment of its public 
service objects as set down in legislation. On the other, Government 
and regulators must be satisfied that, in exploiting the commercial 
opportunities that arise in pursuit of its public service objects (as 
required by legislation), RtÉ conducts itself appropriately. 

All of these reviews are very lengthy complex processes. they have 
analysed, benchmarked and reviewed in detail almost every aspect 
of what we do. However a number of very clear conclusions and 
recommendations have emerged from this review period. 

•	Firstly,	RTÉ	has	been	judged	to	be	efficiently	run.	This	is	particularly	
evident in the New Era report. 

•	Secondly,	as	concluded	by	Indecon,	given	the	complex	dynamics	in	
the Irish media market, over the next four to six years, ‘RTÉ is likely to 
continue to lose market share and its ability to secure a high premium 
on advertising rates will to some extent be eroded over time.’ 

•	And	thirdly,	in	line	with	the	recommendations	in	the	BAI’s	last	two	
reviews, New Era also recommends that consideration be given to 
increasing RtÉ’s public funding. 

When taken together these three very clear conclusions and 
recommendations require serious considerations from Government. 
Given the central role that RtÉ occupies at the centre of Ireland’s 
creative economy, the implications of inaction will have consequence far 
beyond RtÉ itself. 

While there is little the Government can do to alter the market dynamics 
affecting RtÉ and all domestic media organisations, the level of public 
funding RtÉ receives to fulfil its role is the responsibility of Government. 
Moreover the Government is accountable for the efficiency and 
effectiveness of the licence fee system to collect that public funding. 
there is little doubt now that the current television licence fee system is 
not fit for purpose. As media consumption continues to evolve and RtÉ 
continues to enhance and grow its digital services, the television licence 
fee will reflect less and less how people consume public service content. 

Ireland has one of the lowest television licence fees anywhere in 
Western Europe. unlike virtually every other public utility, it has not been 
protected from the effects of inflation with no increase since 2006. 
Ireland also has one of the highest licence fee evasion rates in Europe 
at over 15%. Evasion alone results in over €30 million in lost funding for 
public service broadcasting every year.

Reform of the television licence fee system, by decoupling it from 
televisions, improving and consolidating the licence fee database 
and driving down the costs of collection, among other things, has the 
potential to yield substantial additional revenue for investment in public 
service media, without increasing the burden at all on individuals or on 
households. 

Given RtÉ’s stated commitment to increase investment in the 
independent production sector and the knock-on increases to BAI 
Sound and Vision Fund, successful reform would act as a significant 
stimulus to a sector that has suffered a collapse in investment over the 
past five years. 

When so much public expenditure and every aspect of RtÉ activities 
has been rightly questioned, surely reform of the tV licence system 
itself must also be part of that thorough examination. 

We all have to remember that almost 85% of households are already 
paying their licence fee. those people who are compliant deserve 
better than to subsidise the viewing habits of those that do not. the Irish 
production sector, starved of investment as it is, also deserves more. 
the process of reforming how public funding for public service media is 
collected does not have to happen all at once. But the process urgently 
needs to start and I very much hope it does in 2015 and beyond. 

Finally, I would like to pay a special thanks to tom Savage for his support 
as Chairman over the past number of years. It has been a period 
marked by some very tough times but we have come through it together 
and I wish him, and the other members of the Board who finished their 
tenure in 2014, the very best for the future. 

RtÉ is now a very different organisation to the one I joined as Director-
General just five years ago. We have made huge changes in how we fulfil 
the obligations and responsibilities placed upon us. We are doing much 
more with less without losing our creativity or becoming afraid to take 
risks. We will have to keep changing and enhancing everything we do to 
remain relevant and essential to the everyday lives of Irish people. that 
will be our focus in the years ahead. 

Noel Curran
Director-General

Reform of the television licence fee 
system has the potential to yield 
substantial additional revenue for 
investment in public service media, 
without increasing the burden on 
individuals or households.


