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The Broadcasting Standards Council is a statutory organisation under the 1990
Broadcasting Act. Its role is to monitor the portrayal of viclence, of sex and matters
of taste and decency (such as bad language or the ireatment of disasters), in all
television, radio, cable and satellite setvices. The Council warks as an advisory
hody, monitoring the content of broadecasting, considering audience complainis and
reporting on public opinion, which it tests by means of independent research.

The Council can only consider complaints about programmes or advertisements that
have already been hroadcast. It does not have the power to preview programmes or
to censor broadcasting. This Bulletin is the BSC’s monthly publication of its complaints
findings and is available free of charge from the BSC's offices.

W June Complaints Bulletin
Contained in this Bulletin are the BSC's findings on 171 complaints relating to
71 programmes and 11 advertisements.

Upheld

The Gambling Man, ITV Page 2
Screen One: Ghostwatch Page 4
Dr David Starkey, Talk Radio Page 6
Scottish News, STV Page 6
Live and Kicking, BBC1 Page 6
Wild Al Kelly, Talk Radio Page 17
The Word, Channel 4 Page 18
The Sunday Shovy, BBC1 Page 19
Upheld in Part

The Word, Channel 4 Page 18

W Screen One: Ghostwatch, BBC1, 31 October 1992

Following the broadcast, the BSC rejected 35 complaints about the hoax nature of this
programme, believing the issue to be outside its remit. The matter was returned to
thtough a further complaint and, as a result of legal advice, the Council reviewed the
case. A full finding is now published in this Bulletin.

W The BSG 1994/95 Annual Report will be published on 11 July 1995
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6 Dr David Starkey
6 Scoitish News
6 Live and Kicking
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7 Pebble Mill
8 Ramblin’ Man
8 Biue Peter
8 Crown Prosecutor
"8 | Lunchtime News
8 GMTY
9 Modern Times: Death on Request
9 Advertisement for the Royal Insurance Company
9 Advertisement for Boots ‘17’ Cosmetics
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9 Game On
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121 The Word
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121 Dr David Starkey

BBC1, Saturday 31 October 1992, 8.25-10.15pm

Talk Radio UK, Saturday 4 March 1995, 10.00am-1.60pm
Scottish Television, 21 February 1995, 10.30-10.40pm
BBC1, Saturday 24 December 1994, 9.15am-12.30pm
Channel 4, Tuesday 24 January 1995, 9.00-10.45pm

ITV & Channel 4, Wednesday 15 February 1995 and
Wadnesday 1 March 1895, 9.00pm, 9.55pm and 10.40pm
BBC1, Wednesday 22 February 1995, 12.05-12.55pm
Downtown Radic, Tuesday 14 February 1995, 6.30-7.00pm
BBC1, Monday 13 February 1995, 5.10-5.35pm

BBG1, Friday 10 March 1995, 1.50-2.20pm

[TV, Thursday 23 February 1995, 12.30-12.55pm

[TV, Wednesday 1 March 1995, 6.00-9.25am

BBC2, Wednesday 15 March 1995, 9.00-10.00pm

[TV and Channel 4, March 1995

[TV, March 1995

Sunday 19 March 1995, 7.30-8.30pm

BBC2, Monday 27 March 1995, 9.30-10.00pm

Scottish Television, Friday 23 September 1994, 6.30pm
Talk Radio UK, Thursday 16 March 1995, 10.00pm-1.00am
BBG Radio 4, Thursday 23 Warch 1995, 6.30-8.40am
BBC2, Thursday 30 March 1995, 7.00-7.30pm

London Newrstalk, Sunday 12 February 1995, 10.00am-noon
ITV, Wednssday 5 April 1995, 8.00-8.30pm

BBC Radio 1, Thursday 9 March 1995, 10.00pm-midnight
BBG Ratic 4, Tuesday 28 March 1985, 6.30-9.00am

BBC Radio 4, Saturday 4 March 1995, 6.25-6.50pm

BBG2, Tuesday 4 April 1995, 9.00-9.30pm

Channel 4, Friday 10 March 1995, 11.05pm-12.05am
BBC1, Sunday 2 April 1995, 10.00-10.30pm

BBC2, Sunday 26 March 1995, 12.45-1.30pm

Talk Radio UK, Saturday 25 February 1995, 10.00am-1.00pm

l Screen One: Ghostwaich

BBC1, Saturday 31 Ociober 1992, 9.25-10.15pm

The Complaint

On 31st Qctober, 1992 (Hallowe’en), BBC1 broadcast between
9.25 pm and 10.15 pm a programme enfitled ‘Ghostwatch’.
The programme portrayed events in a haunted house. Apart
from its obvious topicality, the programme made use of
well-known telavision personalities, including two particularly
familiar to children. These and other elements in the programme
encouraged a number of viewers to beligve that it was a factual
programme and to allow their children to view. [n reality, the
contents of the programme were fictitious and, while some
viewers quickly recognised its nature, others were understandably
slower in realising this and yet others did not realise it at all.
Thirty-five viewers complained to the Gouncil in the days
immediately after the hroadcast about the deception which they

claimed had been practised on the audience by the BBC. The
Council took the view in response that the matter of deception
was not one which fell within its remit.

in January, 1993, a compiaint was made on behalf of two
people in Nottingham who believed that their son had been
induced to commit suicide as a rasult of watching the
programme. They complained of the deception which, they
believed, had misled their son into thinking that the programme
contained a factual account of apparently supernatural events.

Although the Broadcasting Act, 1990, provides a limit of two
months after transmission for the entertainment of complainis,
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the Council decided, as it was entitled to do under the legisiation,
to waive this limit. However, it reached the same conclusion as
it had in response to the earlier complaints: namely, that the
complaint fell outside the Gouncil’s remit. It replied similarly to
a renewal of the parents’ complaint shortly afterwards.

[n 1994, however, the couple were granted leave to apply for
Judicial Review of the Council’s decisian. The Council,
following legal advice, decided that it would entertain the
complaint and, with it, the thirty-five other complaints which it
had previously not agreed to entertain.

fn detailed statements of their complaint, the complainants
from Nottingham made the following points:

{i) Noadequate warning was given of the nature of
the programme.

(if) -The level of fear and distress exhibited in the
programme was inappropriate so saon after the
9.00pm Watershed.

Two further issues, arising from the programms, but
addressing the fuiure, were added by the complainants:

(iiiy Should the broadcasters accompany the showing of
reconstruction-type dramas with a continuous
warning of their nature?

(iv) Whether the treatment of paranarmal scenes in the
manner of a documentary spoof should be hroadcast
so shortly after the Watershed, if at all.

Section 154 (6) of the Broadcasting Act, 1990, allows the
Council, where there is a large number of similar complaints,

to treat one as representative of the remainder. The Council is

satisfied that the points noted above covered substantially, with
one additional matter noted below, all the points made by the
remaining complainants.

The Broadcaster’s Statement .
The BBC made the following statement in response to the
complaints:

‘Ghostwatch was intended to be a lighthearted and original look
at a traditional aspect of Hallowe'en, which those watching
would recognise as a dramatic presentation, not a factual ane.
The ghost story has been part of cuiture ever since mankind
first began to produce works of the imagination, and we do not
believe that there should be any restriction either on our
coveraga of such subjects or on the range of techniques with
which they are presented.

Our advance press publicity, the ‘Radio Times’ billing, and the
pre-transmission announcement stated that Ghostwatch was a
drama. It was transmitted as part of the Screan One drama
strand, and the ‘Radio Times’ billing also included a cast list,
indicating that the “presenters” who were better-know for their
work in factual programmes were acting.

Ghostwatch was aimed at an adult audience, hence its transmission
after the Watershed, and the details of its presentation which
viewers seem to have found most disturhing, such as the injuries
suffered by one of the girls and the reference to the killing of a
dog, together with the creation of an atmosphere of powerful
dramatic tension, did not occur until well after 10.00pm. We
believe such treatment would not have been unacceptable in a
post-Watershed drama whose purpose was clear.

Had we fully anticipated the reaction of the audience, we would
have taken further steps to make it even clearer that the context
in which these elements were shown was, indeed, a dramatic
rather than a factual one. In recognition of this, we apologised
at the time to those viewers who were offended. We would
also like to repeat the expression of sympathy offered to the
family of Martin Denham both before and after the inquest on
their loss.’

The BSG's Finding

in respect of the complaint about the lack of a sufficient
indication of the fictitious nature of the programme, the
Council considered that, in view of some of the contents of

the programme, the BBG had a duty to do mora than simply
hint at the deception it was practising on the audience.

In ‘Ghostwatch’, there was a deliberate attempt to cultivate

a sense of menace. While in a different context this would have
baen appropriate after the 9.00 pm Watershed, the presence

in the programme of presenters familiar from children’s
programmes, as well as the invelvement of children as leading
characters in the fiction, took some parents off-guard in deciding
whether their children could continue to view, The Council is,
therefore, satisfied that the BBC was mistaken in not taking
additional steps to alert the audience to what they were about
1o sae. It welcomes the BBC's recognition of this fact in the
statement reproduced above. The first compiaint listed above
is therefore upheld.

In respect of the second complaint, it follows that, in the
ahsence of an adequate warning, the degree of fear and distrass
shown in the programme was excessive. This included the
showing of the scratched faces of children and references to
the mutilation of a dog and a corpse, which several other
complainants mentioned. The second compiaint is, therefore,
also upheld.

In treating the further points raised as issuas rathar than
complaints, the Council had regard to the fact that neither

the provision of continuous warnings in respect of certain
programmes nor a proscription of the treatment of supernatural
material at any time is a matter covered by its Gode nor
prescribed as part of existing practices by the broadcasters.

It is not convinced that blanket provisions of that kind are
necessarily helpful, depending as they do upon arbitrary
decisions rather than on the considered judgements which
broadcasters are expected to apply to every programme.

B UPHELD CN 1185.36





