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Broadcasting Complaints Commission

Coimisidn um Ghearain Chraolachain





Complaint made by: Mr. Paul Bennett                         Ref. No. 233/06
	Station: 
 
	Programme:
  
	Date:

	TV3
	Chicago Hope
	20 Sep 2006


Complaint Summary:

Mr. Bennett's complaint, submitted under Section 24(2)(b)(taste & decency), relates to an episode of Chicago Hope broadcast at 14:35 on 20 September 2006.  The complainant objects in particular to the storyline which centres around a situation in which a child of 14 lives with her mother and has a 'boyfriend' of 30+ with whom she has full carnal knowledge.  She is diagnosed with gonorrhoea of the mouth by a doctor who objects to this situation and who believes her to be a victim of child abuse.  As the storyline develops this doctor is depicted as being 'wrong' in this and an argument is advanced that as the child goes to school, has a roof over her head, and eats well it is 'ok'.  His complaint is that therefore: - 1. child abuse is condoned and excuses found for it; 2. any child watching this might mistakenly think that in these circumstances abuse is acceptable / normal; 3. any abuser / potential abuser could take comfort from the 'message' of this episode; 4. the only adult who opposes the abuse is portrayed 'badly'; and 5. this episode should not have been broadcast at all – but to broadcast it so early in the day is negligent in the extreme.

Station Response:

TV3 submit that: - 

1. this is a drama that is set in a hospital and deals with a wide variety of issues connected to medical matters;

2. the programme material is neither graphic nor gratuitous.  The issues that are raised are always dealt with in an appropriate manner;

3. in regard to the matter of the subject of the complainant TV3 would make the following very specific points: -

a. a 14 year old girl presents with a throat infection which transpires to be related to sexual activity.  She is not seen by her usual doctor but by another doctor.  It transpires that the girl is having a relationship with a thirty year old male who lives with the teenager and her mother.

b. the interaction in relation to the morality or otherwise of the issue is dealt with by dialogue from two doctors.  Her own doctor is not happy with the situation at all and this is stated in the programme.  However, he acknowledges that despite the fact she is living in a deprived area, she is attending school, she is not in trouble, and generally the living arrangements, whilst not ideal, are ones that he is prepared to accept.  The other doctor takes a more absolutist line and in perhaps the most interesting and pivotal piece of dialogue, one doctor states that 'that girl needs her family' whereas the other doctor says, 'that girl needs protection';

c. child protection services do investigate the complaint within the programme and whilst this is being discussed, and also at the end of the programme, it becomes obvious that the issue really under discussion is the sexualisation of children and how and how society, including doctors, react to this issue;

d. the doctor who is not happy with the situation, as a sub-plot, is also having difficulties generally in regard to being a doctor and this also forms part of the storyline;

e. it should be noted that this storyline is on of three main stories within the programme.

4. TV3 notes that taste and decency issues are being considered by the BCI at present.  TV3 notes that the BCI has made it clear that it does not see itself as a censor but rather wants to ensure that their guidelines are in place with regard to the nature of content that is broadcast;

5. In this case, this material was shown in an afternoon slot when children are at school.  This programme is aimed squarely at 'stay-at-home' adults.  This type of scheduling is common throughout Western Europe.  We would state that less that 5% of TV3's audience during this programme were under 18 and that this is typical for this time of day;

6. TV3 used an appropriate warning at the start of the programme;

7. TV3 notes that the main bulk of the complainant's issue is in relation to the episode sending the 'wrong message'.  In regard to this point TV3 would state that the programme does not send any message; it deals with the matter in a thoughtful manner;

8. In this instance, TV3 provided a programme that deals with important issues in a sensitive and subdued manner and further provided a warning, should individuals have been offended by it.

Decision of the Commission:  

The Commission has considered the broadcast, the submissions made by the complainant and the broadcaster.  Chicago Hope is an American hospital drama series and this broadcast had storylines which included sexual harassment, a rape allegation, a sexually dysfunctional relationship and the relationship between a man aged 31 and a girl aged 14.  It is the latter mentioned storyline that forms the mainstay of this complaint.  It interweaves with the other storylines through the programme.  

On viewing the programme, the Commission was of the opinion that the storylines were all related to sexual issues.  However, they were dealt with in a responsible manner.  The Commission could find no evidence of child abuse being 'condoned' as submitted by the complainant.  In the broadcast, two doctors argue over the medical treatment of a 14-year-old-girl and the appropriateness or otherwise of her relationship with an older man.  She lives with her 31-year-old boyfriend and her mother.  The two doctors disagree on a number of issues, but they also agree on a number of issues.  They discuss the relationship in a non-sensationalist and non-gratuitous manner.  At no stage is abuse condoned.  The Commission could find no evidence of such a 'message' or that the doctor who was against the relationship was portrayed negatively.  

However, the Commission would acknowledge the inappropriate scheduling of this particular episode as raised by the complainant.  Given the adult sexual nature of the content, the Commission was of the opinion that an afternoon broadcast schedule was unsuitable.  A broadcaster must exercise due care when broadcasting material at a time when children could be in the audience.  The Commission notes that the broadcast was preceded by a warning.  However, this does not circumvent the broadcaster's responsibility.  The content of this broadcast was sexually explicit, entirely adult in nature.  It was not suitable for viewing by children.  Therefore, the Commission was of the view that this particular episode should have been broadcast after the watershed.  

This broadcast was inappropriate for broadcasting in the afternoon schedule and therefore, the complaint is upheld with regard to Section 24(2)(b)(taste & decency).
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