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Broadcasting Complaints Commission

Coimisidn um Ghearain Chraolachain





Complaint made by:  Mr. Brendan Ross                                       Ref. No. 317/08
	Station: 
 
	Programme:
  
	Date:

	RTÉ Two
	Raw
	15 September  2008


Complaint Summary:

Mr. Ross’s complaint is submitted under Section 24(2)(d)(taste & decency, Code of Programme Standards: Section 3.7 drugs, alcohol and solvent Abuse).  The complainant states that this show seems to over glamorise the abuse of alcohol and drugs.  Most of the characters regularly take copious amounts of drink and drugs, none of which interferes with the performance of their work.  Those that do not are depicted as being boring.  Mr. Ross refers to one of the characters, Tanya, being described as once being able to drink anyone under the table, that is until ‘Raw’ happened and she is no fun any more.  Pavel another character was told by JoJo when he did not want to take drugs ‘are you never going to do anything with your life’.  The complainant states that people are portrayed as boring and will never amount to anything if they do not experiment with drugs.  Mr. Ross states that while he realises there are people who live like this, none of the negative effects of drugs were depicted.

Station’s Response:

RTÉ states that like many dramas ‘Raw’ depicts an exaggerated version of real life.  Many of the characters are seen drinking and occasionally taking drugs.  However, RTÉ believes that there is no glamorisation of drug taking or alcohol consumption in the series.  The fictional characters are seen to have emotionally dysfunctional lives and to be constantly in states of agitation and restlessness.  Any astute viewer of the series would identify that alcohol and drugs are used as an escape mechanism by the characters but they are not shown to provide answers to their problems.  RTÉ believes it is important to view ‘Raw’ over its six episodes and not to make judgements on the characters from a single episode.

The characters who indulge most in heavy drinking pay a price either in loss, humiliation or confusion.  On the other hand, the characters that are moderate in their behaviour, Tanya and Shane arrive at the most personal achievement across the series and are portrayed as the most balanced characters in the series.  Mal’s observation of Tanya referred to in the complaint, as being more fun when she drank, is the perspective of an alcoholic who in time loses everything whereas the viewer sees Tanya achieve her ambition.  As a character that drinks too much, JoJo is emotionally confused and considers herself a failure.  She encourages another character Pavel to take drugs. The consequences for Pavel would not encourage viewers to emulate his behaviour. JoJo as a character develops as a liar and manipulator and loses out in the end of the series because of her behaviour.  The negative effects of drug abuse is seen particularly though Pavel’s behaviour.  

The debilitating effects of alcohol and drug abuse are clear in the low grade corrosive effect on the characters and ultimately through Mal who suffers most loss.  The series endeavours not to overtly moralise over the choices made by characters in the series.  The message is subtle.  It is also worth noting that the scriptwriters of the series are young adults who have a keen sense of what their peers appreciate.  In the vast majority of instances where hard drugs are referenced or seen there is a clear negative outcome. For example, Eddie is arrested for dealing in drugs, Bobby is beaten up by drug dealers and Mal alienates both his wife and best friend.  None of these can be said to glamorise drugs and alcohol.

The programme is broadcast after the watershed, with an “MA” classification and a presentation warning about the inclusion of strong language.  RTÉ is confident that viewers of the programme are adult and capable of viewing the contents and deciding for themselves that what is depicted is not a life-style to be emulated and that the consumption of alcohol and drugs is not glamorised.  It could be argued that the programme is a cautionary tale which carries the message that alcohol and drugs contribute to “messed up” lifestyle.  

RTÉ believe there is always a balance between freedom of expression and control and in this instance freedom of expression of the writers, directors and performers of ‘Raw’ should not be sacrificed to justify the complainant’s assertion that the series glamorises alcohol and drug taking. The overall message of the series is quite the opposite of what Mr. Ross claims. 

Decision of Commission:

The Commission has considered the broadcast, the submissions made by the complainant and the broadcaster.  The complaint concerns the consumption of alcohol and drugs in an episode of ‘Raw’.  In assessing the complaint, the Commission had to have regard to Section 3.7 drugs, alcohol and solvent abuse of the Code of Programme Standards which requires that: ‘3.7.1. programme material shall not encourage the abuse of drugs and/or solvents or the use of illegal drugs’ and ‘3.7.2 programme material shall not encourage the over-consumption or abuse of alcohol’.  

The Commission noted that the series ‘Raw’ is a modern-day Irish drama based mainly on relationships.  As such, it reflects an intense and crammed view of the lives of the fictional characters, all staff working in the same restaurant.  Regular RTÉ Two viewers would be familiar with the genre through other Irish drama series.  In keeping with the style, ‘Raw’ revolves around the main characters, how they cope with their daily lives and how they interact with others, including work, relationships and socialising.  The Commission would acknowledge that in developing drama, it is important that the script-writers are permitted the freedom to develop characters and the storylines that revolve around them.        

In this particular episode, the main thread through the story was a party being hosted by two of the main characters.  It was evident that everyone was looking forward to the party and in particular, Jojo, one of the hosts.  She could be seen organising the drink for the party and also, telling Bobby that Pavel was going to try drugs.  Later at the party, there was a scene where Jojo was shown trying to get her friend Pavel to take drugs.  When he eventually did, the Commission noted that the outcome for him was negative, contrary to the submission of the complainant.  ‘Raw’ is a modern day drama and as such, attempts to reflect the lives of young adults in Ireland today.  It is widely accepted that drinks and drugs can be a part of that life, including excessive consumption and abuse.  

On viewing the broadcast, the Commission found that this particular episode reflected the current life of a section of Irish society.  While Jojo did try to get Pavel to take drugs, it was the personalities that were the main focus.  She thought drugs to be fun, in no way dangerous, just part of trying out things while you can i.e. when you are young.  On the other hand, Pavel did not believe that there was any need to take drugs to enjoy oneself.  The Commission was of the opinion that this was a realistic and believable interaction between two adult friends.  The conversations and comments referred to by the complainant were all between the young adult characters as they lived and viewed their lives.  Also, the negative effects of over-consumption of alcohol and drug-taking were clearly depicted in the programme.  While the Commission would acknowledge the complainant’s concerns about alcohol and drug abuse, this broadcast merely reflected part of modern Ireland today in a moderate and non-judgemental manner.  Further, it was evident that the storylines were integral to both the understanding, and the development, of the characters.  

On viewing the broadcast, the Commission found no evidence of material that would encourage the abuse of drugs or alcohol.  This was an adult programme which reflected one part of Irish life in a moderate manner during the night-time schedule when viewers could expect material of an adult nature to be broadcast.  Further, the broadcaster clearly signposted the pending content for the viewers.  Given the scheduling and classification decisions of the broadcaster coupled with the ‘real-life’ young adult drama content, the Commission was of the opinion that the programme was not in breach of the Code of Programme Standards.  The complaint was rejected with regard to Section 24(2)(d)(taste & decency: Code of Programme Standards – 3.7 drugs, alcohol and solvent abuse).
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