
The number of complaints made to the ABA about broadcasting matters 
increased slightly during 1995, according to a report released by the ABA.
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The ABA received 3051 
complaints about pro 
gramming related mat

ters on television and radio in 
1995, a rise of one per cent 
from the 1994 figure of 3020.

As a result of complaints 
received, the ABA commenced 
150 investigations into pro
gram matters in 1995. These 
arose from 201 complaints, 
comprising either complaints 
which could not be resolved 
by broadcasters or complaints 
about licence conditions (in 
some instances an investiga
tion resulted from more than 
one complaint).

Investigations by the ABA 
found 13 breaches of broad
casting codes of practice or 
program standards in 1995. 
T hese com prised  eight 
breaches of the commercial 
television code of practice, 
three breaches of the ABC code 
of practice, one breach of the 
SBS code of practice and a

breach of the radio program 
standards by a subscription 
narrowcasting radio service.

No breaches of the commer
cial radio code of practice were 
found and no breaches of stand
ards applying to community 
television and radio were found.

Under codes of practice, pri
mary responsibility for deal
ing with viewer and listener 
complaints rests with broad
casters themselves. The ABA 
still receives complaints and 
provides advice on how to 
make proper use of the for
mal complaints process. Com
plaints are also one of the 
ways the ABA monitors the 
effectiveness of codes

‘Under the system of co-regu
lation introduced by Parlia
ment in 1992, viewers and 
listeners are clearly using the 
avenues open to them to have 
their say to the ABA and to 
broadcasters,’ said Ms Debra 
Richards, ABA Director Pro

gram  Services. ‘W hile w e have 
s o m e  c o n c e r n  a b o u t th e  
num ber of unresolved com 
plaints and the issues they 
raise, the ABA is confident 
that the codes o f practice are  
in, the main, w orking to serve  
the public interest.’

The ABA’s second annual 
review of audience complaints 
about programming on Aus
tralia’s broadcast media, Your 
Say 1996, examines the com
plaints made to the ABA and 
the industry during 1995. It 
also provides results of re
search undertaken by the ABA 
into the implementation of 
the commercial television in
dustry code of practice.

Com plaints made

In 1995, the ABA received 1714 
complaints about commercial 
television, compared with 1835 
received in 1994. Taste, moral
ity and decency complaints 
(214) represented the greatest 
proportion of these, followed 
by amount of advertising time 
(124), violence (122), sex and 
nudity (119) and accuracy and 
fairness in news and current 
affairs (115).

Complaints about ABC TV 
declined from 391 to 358, with 
the greatest number being 
about accuracy and fairness 
in news and current affairs 
(57) and language (51). The 
number of complaints about 
SBS TV increased slightly from 
62 to 69, with sex and nudity

C o p ie s  o f  Y our Say 1996 
a r e  a v a i l a b le  f r o m  t h e  

A B A ,  p r ic e  $ 1 0 .

P h o n e  (0 2 )  3 3 4  7 7 0 0 .

(17) being the top category.
Complaints about radio (in

cluding commercial, commu
nity and national radio services) 
increased, rising from 701 in 
1994 to 805 in 1995. Commer
cial radio complaints increased 
from 366 in 1994 to 475 in 1995, 
with discrimination (99) and 
language (98) the top catego
ries. ABC radio complaints rose 
from 175 to 200, with language 
(51) being the prime cause for 
complaint. Community radio 
complaints dropped from 150 
in 1994 to 119 in 1995. The 
biggest category of complaints 
related to participation in the 
management of stations.

Overall, the type of pro
gram  m ost co m p la in ed  
about was news and current 
affairs on commercial and 
ABC television (269 and 148 
respectively). The amount, 
content and scheduling of D>

June 1996



content and scheduling of 
advertising on television was 
the next major cause of com
plaint (229 complaints). The 
most complained about indi
vidual program in 1995 was 
an advertisem ent for the 
magazine Cleo, which pro
moted a story about penis 
length. This attracted 56 com
plaints to the ABA. Com
plaints were also made to the 
Advertising Standards Coun
cil and the advertisement was 
subsequently withdrawn.

Your Say 1 9 9 6 also presents 
the results of research carried 
out in 1995 in relation to 
television. The main findings 
include a relatively low level 
of concern among the gen
eral public about what they 
had viewed on television in 
the previous week.

Complaints to the 
A B A

The complaints process that 
is administered by the broad
casters and the ABA is laid 
down in the Broadcasting 
Services Act. The Act requires 
that complaints from view
ers about programs broad
cast on television and radio, 
which are covered by a code 
of practice, are to be di
rected in the first instance to 
the broadcaster concerned.

The broadcaster is under an 
obligation to adhere to the 
complaints guidelines detailed 
in the relevant code of prac
tice. This involves the com
plainant being told how the 
broadcaster intends to deal 
with the complaint and what 
opportunities are available to 
take the matter further if the 
response is unsatisfactory.

If a station fails to respond to a 
written complaint within 60 days, 
or the response is considered 
unsatisfactory, the complainant 
has the right to take the matter to 
the ABA for investigation.

ABA^Update

The ABA can also investigate 
com plaints about the national 
broadcasters, the ABC and SBS. 
H ow ever, the ABA can  only 
investigate com plaints about 
material broadcast on  the ABC 
or SBS w hich is covered  by a 
cod e o f practice.

The ABA can accep t direct 
com plaints for matters relating 
to the standards for children’s 
television or Australian con 
tent on television, and com 
plaints about possible breaches 
o f the Act or conditions of  
licence. The Act allows the 
ABA to investigate these com 
plaints in the first instance.

Investigations

T h e ABA m ust investigate un
reso lv ed  com p lain ts  it re
ceives relating to cod es of 
practice, including com plaints 
ab ou t the national b road cast
ers, the ABC and SBS. T o  date  
the ABA has not rejected  any  
unresolved com plaints on the 
grounds that they w ere  frivo
lous, vexatious o r not m ade  
in g o o d  faith.

In 1995, there were 74 unre
solved complaints involving 
commercial television which 
came to the ABA for investiga
tion, covering approximately 
thirty different issues. This is 
not a high figure when com
pared to the number of writ
ten complaints handled by 
stations. The main issues sub
ject to investigation were com
plaints concerning accuracy 
and fairness in news and cur
rent affairs, unsatisfactory han
dling of complaints and the 
portrayal of sex and nudity in 
G programs. Reports of some 
of these investigations are con
tained in Your Say 1996.

T h e ABA found eight 
breaches of the FACTS code in
1995. The breaches were:
• BTQ Brisbane/Seven network 
- ‘Real Life’ (invasion of privacy);
• BTQ Brisbane/Seven network

- ‘Real Life’ (nudity, inappropri
ate for G classification period);
• BTQ Brisbane/Seven network
- ‘Seven Nighdy N ew s’ (stir up  
hatred on basis of race).
• Seven netw ork - ‘Mighty 
M orphin P ow er R angers’ (n ot  
suitable for G classification - 
vio len ce);

tiality and balance); and  
• ABC TV - ‘The Investigators’ 
- Rover Australia (accuracy, 
impartiality and balance).

T h ere w e re  five investiga
tions in to  com p lain ts  co n 
cern in g SBS TV and three  
co n cern in g  SBS radio. T he  
ABA foun d  o n e  b reach  of

• TCN Sydney/Nine network - 
‘National Nine News’ (accuracy 
and fairness);
•Tennetwork - ‘PicketFences’ 
promotion (not suitable for G 
classification - violence);
• Ten network - ‘seaquest DSV’ 
promotion (not suitable for G 
classification - violence); and
• TNQ Regional Queensland - 
‘Blue Water Dreaming’ (not suit
able for G classification - nudity).

Four of these related to 
broadcasts made prior to 1995.

There were 12 investigations 
relating to ABC TV, mainly 
involving matters concerning 
accuracy and balance in news 
and current affairs programs 
and eight investigations con
cerning ABC radio.

The ABA found three 
breaches of the ABC code. 
These were:
• ABC TV - ‘7.30 Report’ (South 
Australia) (accuracy, imparti
ality and balance);
• ABC TV - ‘The Investigators’ 
- Life Be in It (accuracy, impa-

the SBS code, relating to a 
failure to provide an appro
priate warning for the con
tent of a film, Ghosts o f  the 
Civil D e a d , on SBS TV.

There were 25 investiga
tions into complaints con
cerning commercial radio, 
involving 16 stations in six 
states. The areas of major 
concern were unsatisfactory 
complaint handling proce
dures and accuracy and fair
ness in current affairs. None 
of the investigations resulted 
in a breach of the commer
cial radio code being found.

There were 20 investiga
tions involving community 
radio in 1995. The main is
sues were community par
t ic ip a tio n  and sta tio n  
management. No breaches 
were found.

Continued on p. 22
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Slight increase in TV and radio complaints

Continuedfrom p. 4 
There were three investiga

tions involving new service 
categories, such as open 
narrowcasting radio and tel
evision. Voice of Greece, a 
subscription narrowcasting ra
dio service was found in breach 
of a radio program standard 
that requires persons being 
interviewed to be informed 
beforehand that their words 
may be transmitted.

Action taken

When considering alleged 
breaches of licence conditions, 
program standards or codes of 
practice, the ABA has a range 
of sanctions available to it. 
Any action taken against a 
broadcaster will depend on 
the seriousness of the breach. 
Under the Act, Parliament in
tends that where it is neces
sary for the ABA to use any of 
its powers, that it do so in a 
manner commensurate with 
the seriousness of the breach.

If, as the result of a com
plaint, the ABA decides to take 
action, it can impose a condi
tion on the licence of the of
fending broadcaster requiring 
it to comply with a code of 
practice. Alternatively, the ABA 
may take administrative ac
tion, such as the issuing of a 
notice to ensure compliance 
with the Act. The ABA also has 
the power to impose a pro
gram standard that would ap
ply to all broadcasters in an 
industry sector. Additionally, 
the ABA may brief the Director 
of Public Prosecutions to take 
legal action in relation to ‘of
fences’ and the courts may 
impose substantial fines on 
any offender.

However, it is important to 
point out that a breach of a 
code of practice does not in 
itself amount to a breach of the

Act or a licence condition. A 
breach of a code does not 
amount to an offence against 
the Act unless the ABA has 
made compliance with a code 
a condition of licence.

The ABA believes it has an 
obligation to encourage broad
casters in the first instance to 
be responsive to the concerns 
of the community, rather than 
take immediate punitive ac
tion against a broadcaster. In 
this regard the ABA may use 
the investigative process and 
its report on an investigation 
to provide its interpretation of 
the provisions of a code of 
practice so as to inform the 
industry of community expec
tations in regard to program
ming matters. The outcome of 
such a process is that both the 
broadcaster and the industry 
sector are provided with a 
‘bench mark’ of acceptable 
program material.

ABA research

Your Say 1996 presents the 
results of ABA research in 1995 
on people’s concerns about 
what they had seen on televi
sion and their awareness of the 
M and MA classifications.

The main findings include a 
relatively low degree of con
cern among the general public 
about what they had viewed 
on television in the previous 
week. Twenty per cent of those 
sampled reported seeing some
thing that had concerned them 
on television in the preceding 
week and a further 18 per cent 
in the previous eight months.

Of those who expressed con
cern about something viewed 
in the previous week, 34 per 
cent of responses related to 
news and current affairs. This 
compares to 28 per cent in the 
ABA’s 1994 research, published 
in Your Say 1995.

This research also established 
that recall of the television 
classification sym bols re
mained quite high in the com
munity, with 81 per cent able 
to recall one or more of the 
classification symbols, com
pared, with 83 per cent in the 
ABA’s 1994 research.

Of those surveyed, 50 per cent 
recalled the M classification sym
bol unprompted. When survey 
participants were later asked 
the meaning of the symbol, 85 
per cent of responses demon
strated a reasonable understand
ing of the purpose and intention 
of the classification.

When asked about the MA 
classification, 23 per cent could 
recall the symbol unprompted 
and 76 per cent of responses 
demonstrated a reasonable un
derstanding of the purpose and 
intention of the classification.

The ABA considers this is a 
satisfactory result given that 
the use of these classification 
symbols for television had 
been in place for less than two 
years when the research was 
conducted.

Complaints to the 
commercial television 
industry

The commercial television in
dustry code of practice devel
oped by the Federation of 
Australian Commercial Televi
sion Stations (FACTS Code) 
was registered by the ABA in
1993. FACTS provides quar
terly reports to the ABA about 
complaints handling and the 
ABA attends quarterly FACTS 
Code Administration Council 
meetings which discuss issues 
arising from the operation of 
the code.

For the period 1 October
1994-30 Septem ber 1995, 
FACTS reported 618 formal 
(i.e. written) complaints against

the code and 45 instances in 
which stations upheld com
plaints under the code, com
pared to eight complaints 
upheld by the ABA.

The top concerns of those
writing to television stations
were:
G e n e ra l c lass ifica tio n 1 8 0

S ex a n d  n u d ity 8 7

B ia s /ln a c c u ra cy 8 5

D is c r im in a tio n 6 4
V io le n c e 6 0

While the ABA received 1714 
complaints about commercial 
television, the data does not 
point to any major changes in 
type of complaint which would 
indicate a failure of the codes.

Complaints to the 
commercial radio 
industry

The Federation of Australian 
radio Broadcasters (FARB) pro
vides quarterly reports to the 
ABA on complaints received 
by commercial radio broad
casters. In 1995, commercial 
radio broadcasters received 
1409 formal complaints. FARB 
also reported the program for
mat attracting the most com
plaints to broadcasters was ‘talk 
and discussion’. Other matters 
attracting significant numbers 
of complaints were advertis
ing, music programming and 
news and current affairs. 0
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