Disney+ draws RSPCA ire for streaming rat drowning scene cut from UK releases
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Disney has faced significant backlash from animal welfare campaigners following the streaming of a controversial scene from James Cameron's 1989 science fiction film, "The Abyss." This particular segment depicts a live rat being submerged in a tank of fluorocarbon liquid, a moment that has long drawn criticism for its portrayal of animal cruelty. The scene had previously been omitted from UK screenings by the British Board of Film Classification (BBFC), which ruled it in violation of animal protection laws. However, its reappearance on Disney+ has reignited public outrage, with organisations like the RSPCA calling for a reassessment of the regulations governing animal welfare in film.
David Bowles, the head of public affairs for the RSPCA, expressed deep concern about the implications of such content being readily available for streaming. He noted, "The RSPCA is really concerned that a loophole currently exists allowing animal abuse scenes deemed unacceptable elsewhere to be streamed freely and legally into our homes." This sentiment underscores a growing awareness that the landscape of media consumption has evolved, yet existing legal frameworks struggle to keep pace with these changes. The BBFC’s initial verdict, derived from expert veterinary guidance, concluded that the scene inflicted undue terror upon the rat, violating the Cinematograph Films (Animals) Act 1937 and the Video Recordings Act 1984.
Despite assurances that the rats used in the production ultimately survived the ordeal, the rationale behind censoring the scene remains unchallenged. The BBFC has consistently enforced guidelines that prohibit such footage across all cinema releases, DVDs, and traditional television broadcasts. Furthermore, UK TV channels are barred from airing any material that has been cut or denied classification by the BBFC, highlighting the disparity in content regulation when it comes to streaming services like Disney+. 
Bowles emphasised the need for consistency, stating, "It doesn't make sense that we have robust safeguards for animal-related content shown in cinemas, on DVDs or on traditional television channels – yet those protections could go out the window when you turn on a major streaming service." In light of this, the RSPCA is advocating for changes under the upcoming Media Act, which aims to tighten regulations governing video-on-demand services. They argue that this new framework should work towards closing the existing loophole that allows distressing animal abuse to appear on screens.
Interestingly, the BBFC has already established voluntary guidelines with several streaming platforms to maintain content standards, a move that Bowles hopes will encourage more services to adopt similar practices. The inconsistency in how animal cruelty laws are applied across different platforms raises vital questions about societal norms and the ethical responsibilities of content creators in the entertainment industry.
Disney has yet to comment publicly on this controversy, leaving many to wonder how they will address the backlash. As public awareness of animal welfare continues to grow, the conversation surrounding the portrayal of animals in media will undoubtedly lead to increased scrutiny of the standards that govern what audiences can watch at home. The cultural implications of allowing such content to go unchecked reflect a pressing need for a comprehensive approach to animal welfare in film, ensuring that ethical considerations are not merely an afterthought in the realm of entertainment.
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