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Broadcasting Complaints Commission

Coimisidn um Ghearain Chraolachain





Complaint made by:  Senator Jim Walsh                                    Ref No. 463/08

	Station: 
 
	Programme:
  
	Date:

	RTÉ Two
	Podge and Rodge
	1 November 2008


Complaint Summary:

Senator Walsh’s complaint is submitted under Section 24(2)(d)(Code of Programme Standards: section 2.1 general community standards and 2.2 due care).  Senator Walsh states that in an interview with former Manchester United footballer, Lee Sharpe, Podge and Rodge made a remark in connection with Lee Sharpe kissing some girl that he was introduced to on a reality TV show.  The response from the puppets was sexually explicit and in Senator Walsh’s view, breached the Code of Programme Standards in respect of taste and decency.  The complainant believes the offending comment as not contributing to humour but appeared to be designed to shock through offending peoples’ sense of taste and decency.  He believes a more implicit and/or ambiguous alternative could have been used to make an insinuation, if the programme producers felt that such was desirable for the benefit of the particular programme.

Station’s Response:

RTÉ states the particular reference outlined by Senator Walsh was in relation to former footballer Lee Sharpe.  In its reference to oral sex and mention of a third party, was the outer edge of what is acceptable even for Podge and Rodge standards.  There is always the risk that the line between what is acceptable and what goes beyond what is acceptable may be crossed.  By and large, the people behind Podge and Rodge are good at knowing how far they can go.  However, sometimes they may go a bit too far.  This may have been an example of this but it happens only very occasionally.  Part of the problem is that the target audience has a very relaxed attitude about what is acceptable and the production team has to judge both the target audience and the general audience at the same time.  RTÉ further states editorial standards and procedures are in place.  RTÉ interrogates the boundaries of Podge and Rodge’s humour all the time and what counts as acceptable changes naturally from year to year.  The boundaries of what is acceptable in terms of humour and sexuality are difficult to identify.  In many cases some material will be found offensive by some sections of the audience whilst other sections are not offended.  RTÉ has to find a means of accommodating both responses.  This is done in the following manner:

1. The watershed

Programming with contents only suitable for an adult audience will only be broadcast progressively after 9pm, with the more adult programming being scheduled after 10pm.  The particular episode which Senator Walsh viewed was a repeat broadcast which was transmitted at 11.30pm (i.e. two and a half hours after the beginning of the watershed).  The programme had originally been transmitted at 10.30 pm (an hour and a half after the beginning of the watershed).
2. Programme classification

All RTÉ programming receives a classification which is shown on screen on the opening of the programme.  Podge and Rodge has been given a MA (Mature Audience) classification.  This classification is described on the RTÉ website in the following manner:  

Mature Audience (MA) - a typical "post-watershed" programme which might contain scenes of sexual activity or violence, or the dialogue might be profane.

3. Channel choice

RTÉ Two television is a channel which has established a strand of comedy programmes which may contain risqué material.  Its regular audience are familiar with this and would not be surprised to find jokes about sexual activities included in some of its shows broadcast after the watershed. 

4. Presentation Warnings

Where a programme contains violence or sexual images or themes or contains strong language, a presentation warning may be given before the beginning of the programme.  This is more likely to be the case if the upcoming programme is not familiar to the audience or has an unexpected theme.  It was not felt necessary to include a presentation warning for the programme broadcast on Friday 31st October, 2008 as it was repeat broadcast coming up to midnight.  Other earlier broadcasts of the Podge and Rodge Show had received presentation warnings. 

5. Audience expectation.

Most viewers are familiar with regularly broadcast programmes and know what to expect.  The characters Podge and Rodge have been around for a number of years and have received widespread newspaper and magazine publicity.  RTÉ believes most viewers would know what to expect from two characters renowned for their colourful language and their obsession with members of the opposite sex.  RTÉ fully accepts that Senator Walsh was not familiar with the characters of Podge and Rodge as he supplied this information to the Oireachtas Committee.  But RTÉ suspects this reflects the work practice of elected representatives who because of the workload are unlikely to be able to watch much evening time television and would therefore not be as familiar as most of the public with the programmes broadcast by RTÉ in the evenings.   RTÉ is confident that the vast majority of their viewers are quite familiar with Podge and Rodge. 

RTÉ accepts that there is always the possibility of comedy going too far.  However in this instance, RTÉ believes sufficient due care was exercised and that the programme did not breach required standards.   

Decision of Commission:

The Commission has considered the broadcast, the submissions made by the complainant and the broadcaster.  The complaint concerns a particular question asked by the puppets in the course of an interview with the former Manchester United soccer star, Lee Sharpe.  The Commission noted that the series, the ‘Podge & Rodge Show’, is broadcast in the late-night schedule on RTÉ Two.  The regular audience would be familiar with the humour of the two puppets.  The Commission acknowledges that in this broadcast the banter between the puppets and the guest interviewee relied mainly on sexual innuendo and what some would regard as puerile material.  At times the discussion was crude and coarse, which some viewers may find difficult to endure.  However, regular viewers of the series would expect such content.  They are familiar with the humour and style of the puppets.  They are also familiar with their behaviour and the type of material that forms part of their act.

While interviewing Lee Sharpe, the puppets asked him about the reality television programme Love Island 2006 during which he met Abby Titmus.  They joked about a relationship she had been involved in which had received widespread media attention at the time.  The questions were based on sexual innuendo as submitted by the complainant.  However, such content is typical of the series.  While the Commission would agree that many would find the humour inappropriate and of questionable taste, given the well-known content of the programme, the station and time of broadcast, the broadcaster’s mature adult classification and the context of the use of the humour, the broadcast, in the opinion of the Commission, was on the borderline of what is acceptable under the Code of Programme Standards.  The Commission noted that this was the second consecutive meeting at which a borderline decision was reached with regard to the Podge and Rodge series.  The Commission acknowledges the complainant’s concerns about gratuitous explicit sexual content and requests that the station gives consideration to moderating such explicit content in its programming.  The complaint was rejected with regard to the Code of Programme Standards, sections 2.1 general community standards and 2.2 due care.
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