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Broadcasting Complaints Commission

Coimisidn um Ghearain Chraolachain





Complaint made by:   Headline                             Ref. No.     247/07 

	Station: 
 
	Programme:
  
	Date:

	RTÉ One
	Prime Time
	30 August 2007


Complaint Summary:

Ms. Arigho’s complaint, submitted on behalf of Headline under 24(2)(d)(taste & decency: Code of Programme Standards – Section 3.4.3 stereotyping/stigmatising people with a disability), refers to an interview concerning the link between developing a psychotic mental illness from the use of cannabis.  Guests on the programme: Fr. Séan Cassin, Chairman of Drug Policy Action Group, Gráinne Kenny, President of Europe Against Drugs, Cllr. Luke ‘Ming’ Flanagan and John O’Connor, Former Commander of the London Metropolitan Police, discussed the new research released about the drug.  During the programme, two of the four guests called people with mental health problems ‘basket cases’ four times.  This was not challenged or objected to in any way by the host.  It was also suggested that people with mental health would not watch Prime Time.  The language used was insulting to people with mental health problems and their families. 

Station’s Response:

RTÉ state that the focus of the Prime Time programme on 30 August was a broad ranging discussion on the dangers of using cannabis in light of the publication of a report in the Lancet medical journal linking cannabis use with mental health problems.  The programme featured an introductory report by Eithne O’Brien, looking at the history of cannabis use in Ireland, which carried interviews with a number of experts in the area of mental illness and also an interview with a man who had personal experience of mental illness and drug use.

The panel discussion began with Fr. Séan Cassin, who, the presenter described as having years of experience in the field of drug abuse, explaining that the report was suggesting that if you used cannabis you would become a ‘basket case’.  RTÉ believe Fr. Cassin used the expression to strongly reject the premise of the report being discussed and that the expression was not used in any way to denigrate those with mental illness.  Given his long history of assisting those with drug abuse problems, the last thing Fr. Cassin would have intended would be to insult or offend those suffering from mental illness. Over the course of the discussion, Fr. Cassin, the other panellists and the presenter referred with care to those suffering from mental illness and when the phrase was used a second time, again to emphasise the faults with the report, it was quickly corrected by another panellist, Gráinne Kenny.

Part two of Ms. Hunter’s complaint concerns a different panellist, Mr. Luke Flanagan, who Ms. Hunter claims, suggested no one with schizophrenia would watch Prime Time.  RTÉ state that what Mr. Flanagan said when asked what he would say to those suffering from schizophrenia in light of the Lancet report:

 “If those people are listening to me and they probably aren’t listening to this programme, I would say to those people who have a propensity to mental illness, or have mental health problems, they shouldn’t use any form of drugs, whether that be alcohol, tobacco or cannabis”.

RTÉ believe it is fair to assume Mr. Flanagan did not mean to offend anyone, but is rather making what would seem like a fair and sensible point.  

RTÉ state that the panel was well balanced for the particular discussion and debate.  The focus was on whether legal restrictions on the use of cannabis should be enforced more strongly, or be relaxed.  The panel was balanced by having two speakers on either side of the argument.  The entire panel have extensive and relevant experience with the issue.  

RTÉ acknowledge Ms. Hunter’s concerns regarding the portrayal of people with mental illness but do not believe any infringement of the Code of Programming Standards took place.
Decision of the Commission:  
The Commission has considered the broadcast, the submissions made by the complainant and the broadcaster.  The Commission noted that the discussion in question was based on a report which asserted that cannabis use can result in psychosis.  At the commencement of the programme the presenter queried; ‘As new research emerges, just how dangerous may cannabis actually be?’  She introduced a report on the issue stating....‘But new research linking cannabis use with psychosis, in particular schizophrenia, has cast serious doubts over the innocence of this drug’.  The report is then show, which included references such as: ‘cannabis users are 40% more likely to develop psychosis’; ..‘there is undoubtedly an association between cannabis use and the development of serious mental illness, in other words psychotic illnesses’; ‘...there is a much poorer outcome from people who have a psychosis from cannabis misuse than people who have psychosis without cannabis misuse..’.  The report closes with a contribution from a former cannabis addict who stated that he suffered a mental illness due to his addiction.  He spoke about the effect it had on his life, his family and commended the support he received from the Schizophrenia Ireland resource centre, the Basin Club.  The report is then followed by a panel discussion.

In assessing this complaint, the Commission had regard to Section 3.4.3 which requires that:

‘3.4.3 Broadcasters shall take measures to ensure that programme material does not stereotype or stigmatise those people with a disability. Broadcasters shall have particular regard to the treatment of people with a disability in programmes, including the language used during programming. The use of colloquial terms of abuse during programme material shall require strong editorial justification.’ 
The Commission noted that the term ‘basket case’ was used four times, twice each by two of the panel members. In a response to the presenter on a question concerning the report that asserted the link between cannabis use and mental illness one of the panel members, Fr. Cassin, said:

‘..the serious cause for concern that I have here is that we’re wheeling out this kind of basket case scenario, that is if you smoke cannabis there is some suggestion now that you’re going to end up a basket case..’  

The other panel member stated: -

‘..nobody was saying that everybody is going to be a basket case.  But what the psychiatrist Dr. Barry was saying was there’s a very high possibility.  Now it’s not just about becoming a basket case and I don’t like that term....’

The Commission acknowledges that the term was used by both panel members in the opening part of the discussion and that subsequently they used terms such as psychiatric, mental problems, psychosis and schizophrenia.  The Commission acknowledges that neither panel member intended to denigrate people with mental illness.  Both were evidently concerned and interested in helping the viewer understand the issues that they believed were important.  However, the Commission noted that Prime Time is a serious current affairs programme that deals with matters of public interest on a regular basis.  In doing so, the broadcaster must have regard to the relevant codes which includes that the use of a potentially offensive term must be editorially justified by context.

The Commission had to consider the context in which the term was used.  The opening report in the programme clearly stated that new research had claimed that cannabis use could lead to mental illness, psychoses.  It included references such as ‘psychotic illnesses’ and ‘schizophrenia’.  In the immediate discussion after the report, the term ‘basket case’ was used.  In the opinion of the Commission, given the topic of discussion it was evident that the term ‘basket case’ was used to refer to mental illness.  While it was clear that neither party intended to denigrate, such intent, or lack of, is not relevant in the assessment of this complaint.  Under Section 3.4.3, the Commission must consider not whether offence was intended, but whether the use of the term could stigmatise and whether it was a term of colloquial abuse.  

With regard to a colloquial term of abuse, in the opinion of the Commission ‘basket case’ could be considered to be such a term.  Therefore, the Commission also had to consider was its use justified by context.  When Fr. Cassin used the term, it was clear that he did not agree with the findings of the report.  What he had to say was critical of the report and the term was likely used to reflect this fact rather than to denigrate people with mental illnesses.  The term was subsequently employed by Ms. Kenny, who probably it in response to the issues raised by Fr. Cassin (who had just used it).  The Commission noted that she did state the she did not like the term.  However, she twice used the term and in the same context as Fr. Cassin – both used the term with reference to mental illness.  While it was clear that neither meant intentionally to offend people with mental illness, it was an inappropriate term to use in such a context.  The panel members could have used alternative terms/words.  It was also noted that the presenter did not intervene.  The use of the term ‘basket case’ was casual and, in the context of a debate on drugs and mental illness on Prime Time, inappropriate.  There was no editorial justification for its use. It is a colloquial term of abuse.  Given the subject matter under discussion, the context in which the term basket case was used could be considered to stigmatise people with mental illness and therefore was likely to cause offence.  This part of the complaint was upheld.  

With regard to the complaint about the comment made by Mr. Flanagan, the Commission noted that the presenter had asked Mr. Flanagan if he believed he had greater responsibility for what he says, especially in the case of vulnerable young people, given that he was now a councillor: - ‘I can take cannabis and I’ll be o.k.  Is this the right message to send to young people?’  Mr. Flanagan responded: - ‘If those young people are listening to me, they probably aren’t because they’re probably not watching this programme.  But if they are listening to me ....’  The Commission was of the view that the comment was based on youth, rather than mental disability.   On hearing the piece, it was clear that he thought young people would not view Prime Time.  This part of the complaint was rejected. 

This complaint was upheld in part under Section 24(2)(d)(taste & decency; Code of Programme Standards).
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