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Coarse and offensive langua1ge on commercial television 

The ABA is concerned about re 
ports suggesting it has re laxed 
the ru Jes concernmg the use of 

coa rse and offensive language o n com
me rc ia l te lev is io n. In particular, it has 
been suggeste d that stations may now 
use the 'f' word in the ea rly evening. 

'The re have in fa ct been no changes ', 
sa id Pro fessor Flint. 'The ABA has no list 
o f forb idde n words. Te lev is io n is an 
influe ntia l med ium , coming into th e 
li ving rooms o f the natio n . The re is a 
need the refore to respect community 
stand ards and especia ll y to protect chil
dre n . This is done by the ca re ful cl ass i
fi cati o n of most programs and by the 
re quirement for adequate warnings.' 

'The use o f the language changes over 
the years a nd it is for the ABA to e nsure 
that broadcasting is consistent with com
munity standards. The context in whi ch 
coarse and offens ive words are used 
and the like ly audie nce of the program 
are important fa ctors.' 

'Le t me stress that no green light has 
been given to the free and unrestricted 
use o f o ffe ns ive language at any time.' 

'The ABA is currently scoping a re
search project o n community att itudes 
to coa rse and offensive language. It 

hopes res ults o f the study will be avail
able late r thi s year,' Professor Flint sa id. 

The curre nt misunde rstanding appears 
to have a ri sen from an investigatio n by 
the ABA into a segme nt broadcast o n 
TCN9 Sydney (TCN) in the curre nt af
fairs program '60 Minutes' o n 26 Sep
te mbe r 1999. 

Complaint 

On 13 Octobe r 1999, the ABA rece ived 
a comp la int from a me mbe r o f the 
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p blic conce rninng o ffens ive lang uage 
in the segme nt. ' The compla inant had 
m.1de a writte n ccompl a int to TCN about 
th~ matter but, , dissatisfi ed with the 
respo nse, he refo.erred the matte r to the 

A A. 
Many o f those.e w ho have recentl y 

cc mme nted o n t the iss ue seem to be 
unawa re that ne'Cws and curre nt a ffa irs 
p rograms a re noot subject to the sa me 
cl.1ss ificati o n reqquire me nts as othe r pro
gra ms. Unde r th 1e Co mme rcia l Te lev i
sion Industry CC:ode o f Practi ce, news 
and curre nt a ffa'a irs programs do no t 
require c lass ifi caution , provided that care 
is exerc ised in ~ se lecting mate ria l fo r 
b roadcast. Broaddcaste rs must have re

g::. rd to the like l) ly a udience of the pro
gram , any icle ntit ifi abl e public inte rest 
rE'ason for presecnting the program ma
t rial and the nee ed to provide viewers 
with adequate pririor wa rning o f mate ri a l 
ti t may be clistnress ing o r o ffe ns ive. 

Jn the '60 Minuutes ' segme nt, the re
porter, Mr Je ff MC:cMulle n , ca nvassed the 
o in io ns of a ranpge o f people abou t the 
changing attituddes to the use of coa rse 
language . This fcfo ll owecl a magistrate's 
fi ding that a puarti cul a r use o f the 'f' 
w rel was not o ff<l'e nsive in the context o f 
a ( ase before hinm. 

.\ spoken wa rnning precede d the seg-
1 nt, saying it t wo uld contain very 
coa rse languagee , and that thi s may 
offe nd some vie'l:we rs . This was accom
panied by a writitte n warning. An addi
tiona l wa rning was provided by the 
rt porter in th e inntrodu ctio n to th e seg-

1i-.e nt. 
The ABA compp le ted its investiga tio n 

ir:to the matte r onn 19 Nove mbe r1 999. It 
accepted TCN's ; submiss io n th at the re 
v\ aS an ide nt ifi ahb le pub lic inte rest rea -

son for presenting the program mate
ri a l: the de bate about the use and level 
o f publi c acceptance of coa rse lan
guage fo llowing the magistrate 's find
ing. 

The ABA is of the view th at, as the 
segme nt was like ly to ca use se ri o us 
o ffe nce to a substa ntial numbe r o f view
ers, it was approp ri ate fo r TCN to pro
vid e viewe rs w ith ad e qu a te pri o r 
wa rning of th e mate ri al. The ABA found 
th at the warn ings g iven by TCN com
plied w ith th e re quire me nts o f the code . 

Relevant code of practice 

Section 2 of the the code se ts o ut th e 
requireme nts for the class ifica tio n o f 
programs . Section 2 provides, in part : 

Class ifi ca tio n o f Material 

2.3 A ll Materi al to be Class ified: Except for 

m ateri al spec i fied in Clause 2.3.1 , all 

material fo r b roadcast must be classified 

according to Clauses 2.10 -2 .20 o r, w here 

appli ca ble , the stricter req uirem ents o f 

Section 3: Program Promotio ns and Secti on 

6: Cl ass ifi ca ti on and Pl ace m ent o f 

Commerc ials. 

2 3.1 Exception for Nevis, Current Affa irs 

and Live or ear-live Sporting Programs: 

th ese programs d o not require 

class ifi ca tio n , provided that the licensee 

exerc ises ca re in se lecting materi al fo r 

broadcast hav ing rega rd to: 

2.3 1.1 the li ke ly audience o f the 

program ; and 

2.3.1.2 any identifiable pu bli c interest 

reason for presenting the progra m 

m ateri al . 

2.8 Materi al Whi ch May Distress o r 

O ffend V iewe rs: On ly if there is an 

identifi able publi c interest reason may a 

li censee broadcast a news or cu rren t 
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affairs p rogram contain ing materi al wh ich. 

in the l icensee 's reasonabl e o pinion , is 

like ly to distress o r offend a substa nti al 

number of v iewers. 

2.8.1 ff such m ater ia l is like ly, in the 

I icensee's reaso na b l op in io n , to 

serio usl y d istress o r seri o usly o ffend a 

substan ti al number of vi ewers, then the 

li censee must p rov ide the adeq uate 

p ri o r warning required by Clause 2.30 . 

This o bligation is set out aga in as 

suhclause 4.3.4 o f the code which pro

v ides : 
4.3 In broadcasting news and current 

affa irs programs, licensees : 

4 .3.4 must prov ide the wa rnin gs 

required b y Clauses 2.8 and 2.30 o fthi s 

Code vvhen there is an identifiab le 

publi c interest reason for se lecting and 

broadcasting v isu a l and / o r aura l 

m ateri al w hich may seri o usly distress 

o r serio usly o ffend a substantial number 

of viewers. 

Warnings Before Certain News, Current 

Affairs a ncl O ther Progra ms 

2.30 A licens e must p rov ide prio r \Varning 

to v iewers w hen a news, current affairs, 

o r other program w hich does not ca rry 

co n sum er adv i ce in c lud es , fo r a n 

identifiable public interest reason, mate ri al 
w hich in the li censee·s reasonable opinio n 

is l ikely to seri o usly distress o r seri ously 

o ffend a substantial number o f viewers. 

The warn ing m ust precede the relevant 

item in a news and current affairs program 

and precede the program in o ther cases . 

2.3 1 Warnings befo re the broadcast o f 

materi al o f this nature must be spo ken , 

and m ay also be written. They must 

prov ide an adeq uate indica tion of the 

nature o f the m ateri al , w hile avo iding 

detail w hich may itse lf serio usly distress 

o r seri o usly o ffend v iewers. 

Warnings 
T he ABA is o f the v iew that th e '60 
M inutes ' segm ent, broadcast in a pro

gram commencing at 7.30 p.m. , was 

li kely to cause se rio us o ffence to a 

substantial number of view ers and there

fore pursuant to subclauses 2.8. 1 and 

4.3.4 o f th e code TCN was requ ired to 

p rov ide v iew ers w ith adequate warn

ing as set o ut in subclauses 2.30 and 

2.31 of the code. 

Pri or to th e commencement of the 
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segment TCN p rov id(ed the fo l lo vving 

wa rnings: 

• Written wa rning - I full screen o n rec.I 

background 
L - Coa rse Language Warn ing 

• Spoken wa rming 
Channel N ine w ishes to adv ise that the 

fo ll owing segm ent o f '(60 Minutes ' fea tures 

a sto ry o n the use of very coa rse language 

in today's soc iety. T lhe language used 

m ay o ffend some w iewers. Parental 

discret ion is adv ised. 

• Wa rning g iven by thte presenter as an 

introduction to the se~gment 

There haven 't been mi any stories o n ·60 

Minutes· over the yeau s that T wo uldn 't 

want my own k ids to ~see , but this is o ne. 

In fact , anyone likely to be offended by 

the use of coa rse la1nguage shou ld be 

wa rn ed that this story i is full of it. because 

it 's about i t. It 's about the 'f ' word. O nce 

taboo , but now in suclh common usage , a 

magistrate has just rule·:d tha t it 's no longer 

offens ive w hen usecd aga in st police. 

There's not a o ne o f Lus w ho's not hea rd 

th e 'f" word and w hco doesn 't have an 

opinio n on its use - b1Ltt p lease. if it does 

offend , don 't ring or wrrite , just turn o ff for 

th e next thirteen minultes o r so. 

Likely audience of th1e program 
In exempting l i censee~s from classifying 

news and current atffairs progra ms, 

subclause 2.3. 1 o f th 1e code requires 

l icensees to exercise <ca re in selectin g 

m aterial for broadcast hav ing regard to 

the l ikely audience of the program and 

any identifiable puhli(C interest reason 

for presenting the pJTogram material. 

A lthough it is broac.lca ~s t in a 'PG' v iew

ing period on Sunda1y evenings, '60 
Minutes' is a current afffairs program fo r 

the purposes of the (Coe.l e . The target 

audience is li kely to b)e an adult aud i

ence. However, the nalture o f th e warn

ings g iven by TCN sugmests th at it took 

account of th e fa ct th 1at ch ildren may 

also be view ing at tha tt time. 

Decision 

The ABA considered th e wa rn ings g iven 

demo nstrate th at TCN I had rega rd to the 

li kely aud ience o f t h e ~ program in se

lect ing the material fo1r broadcast. The 

ABA also consic.l erec.I tlhat there was an 

identifiab le pub lic intcerest reason fo r 

presenting the p rogram1 material. '~] 

HSV 7 Melbourne 

Promotion for Ally McBeal 

Complaint 

The ABA received an unresolved com

plaint about a program promoti on for 

·Al ly McBea l ' broadcast by H SV Chan

nel 7 Pty Ltd o n 28 March 1999. The 

complainant cl aimed th at the progra1T1 

promo ti on contained unacceptable lan

guage fo r the class ifi cation t ime zone 

and would have been more appropri

ately broadcast at a latte r time. 

T he promoti o n was broadcast at 

7.50 p.m . during ·Home Improvement' 

w hich is class ified G. T he promotio n 

contained the wore.I 'h itch '. 

Relevant code of practice 

T he re leva nt req uirements of the Ap ril 

1993 Commercial Television Industry 

Code o f Practice are set out in section 3: 
3.6 Jn G view ing peri ods and in all G 

p rograms starrin g at 3.30 p.m. o n a 

weekday, or broadcast betwe n 7 .30 

p.m. and 8.30 p.m. on any day, no 

prog ram promo ti o n may in c lud e 

m ateri al (whether v isual o r aud ito ry) 

w hich invo lves :: 

3.6.10 improper language, incl ucling 

mi ld expl eti ves. 

Decision 

T he ABA found that HSY Channel 7 Pty 

Ltd breached clause 3.6. 10 of the code 

by broadcasting a program promotion 

that contained improper language in a 

G cl ass ified program b roadcast between 

7.30 p.m . and 8.30 p.m. 

Action taken 

Seven Network Lim ited has no t pro

posed any p arti cu lar remedial act ion in 

response to the ABA's findings in this 

investigation. The ABA has sought in

fo rmatio n from Seven on its procedure 

fo r classify ing p romot ions and is pursu

ing this issue furth er. ~ 
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