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Working Group 3: 

Regulatory Approaches to News and Current Affairs Programmes 

35th EPRA Meeting, Portorož, 30 May – 1 June 2012 
 

Summary of the WG by content producer Maida Ćulahović 
 
 
The ad-hoc EPRA working group on news and current affairs programmes was chaired by Damir 
Hajduk (EPRA Board sponsor) and moderated by Maida Ćulahović (BA, WG content producer). 
The WG was structured as a panel discussion; in addition to the group sponsor and content 
producer, the panel consisted of Regula Bähler (CH), Bob Collins (IE) and Tomaž Gorjanc (SI).   
 
News and current affairs as specific genres that require special regulatory attention due to 
matters of public interest provided a starting point for discussion. The discussion was structured 
around two parts: a first part dealing with definitions and format aspects and a second part 
dealing with content aspects focusing on portrayal of violence and matters of fairness and 
impartiality in news and current affairs programmes. Each part was introduced by the panelists, 
after which the floor discussion followed.   
 
The first part of the discussion was dedicated to definitions and formats of news and current 
affairs programmes from the point of view of rules on commercial communications and 
sponsorship in particular. The discussion was focused on practical examples presented by Croatia 
and Bosnia and Herzegovina.   
 

In his introduction, Damir Hajduk reflected on the issue of defining news programmes and lack 
of clarity in that regard. The Croatian law defines only “information programme” which besides 
news bulletins also includes weather forecasts, traffic information, sports news and similar. He 
then outlined the outcome of the recent request circulated among EPRA members regarding 
sponsorship of different formats of information programmes, which showed that the majority of 
EPRA members allow sponsorship of weather forecasts, traffic information, sports news etc. 
Next, he raised questions such as “What is news?”, how to stay relevant and how creative 
journalists get in “inventing” news through which they could place goods and services into 
information programmes. He showed a video example of a feature report in the central news 
programme of Croatian PBS about aging and the emerging phenomenon of rejuvenation centres. 
An insert from the interview with the former Croatian president who admitted to regularly 
visiting such a centre was shown, followed by a report about one particular rejuvenation centre 
which is in close vicinity of the PBS headquarters. The logo of the rejuvenation centre was 
shown, its manager and employees were named and no other opinion or view from a neutral 
institution or other rejuvenation centre was provided. The reporter suddenly shifted the focus of 
the story on the employer/employee relationship, stating that the real news here is that this 
centre was opened by an well-known entrepreneur out of concern for the health of his 
employees that are in much greater need of energy rejuvenation than former presidents, 
politicians and lawyers. The story was backed by inserts from the rejuvenation therapy and 
statements from satisfied employees. The working group agreed that this is an example of a 
very inventive way of creating news and camouflaging what is essentially surreptitious 
advertising into a newsworthy story.    
 

Next, an example from Bosnia and Herzegovina was shown with the aim of demonstrating how 
broadcasters use various techniques to circumvent the rules on insertion of advertising and 
prohibition of sponsorship. The material in question was broadcast just before the central news 
programme “News at 7”. Just before the news, there is an animated clock ticking away the 
seconds until 7. When the clock indicates 7 o’clock, announcement of news for that day are 
shown so that the viewer has an impression the news have begun. Then a single advertisement 
for a telecom company is shown, followed by the news opening theme. During the end credits, 
there is an on-screen ad for a clothing brand that provided clothes for the presenter. The same 
pattern was used every day of the observed week. The Bosnian regulator saw several 
problematic issues with the telecom advertisement. Are the news considered to have started or 
not? Having monitored the whole week’s programme, it was noticed that the only time this 
advertisement is shown is before the central news program which raised concerns about 
sponsorship. The working group agreed that it was a clear case of breach of advertising insertion 
rules in connection to news programme. Whereas advertisements shown at the same time when 



 
 

 2/4 

the clock is still running would not be considered as problematic, the insertion of the ad after the 
clock indicated 7 was seen as a clear breach. The participants did not feel that this would 
constitute sponsorship. As for the clothing brand logo, the participants agreed that it can be 
considered as sponsorship. There was also an issue of isolated advertising raised. Slovakia 
pointed out that the problem could be in lack of clear definition of news programmes, as is the 
case in Slovakia, and that interpretation depends on the definition given by each particular 
country.  
 
The WG also considered the challenge that definitions pose in terms of application of sponsorship 
rules in mixed genres. An example from Bosnia and Herzegovina was mentioned where a 
commercial television broadcasts a talk show that is not classified as current affairs programme, 
but from time to time deals with matters of current affairs and issues otherwise reported in the 
news. The approach that the BiH regulator has taken is that sponsorship depends on the topic 
covered in each particular issue of the show. Whereas issues dealing with general themes or 
entertainment may be sponsored, those issues of the same programme that deal with matters of 
current affairs may not. Malta particularly stressed difficulties in applying sponsorship rules to 
non-current affairs programmes that deal with matters of current affairs. A colleague from 
Ofcom reported on the case concerning sponsorship of a non-current affairs format in the 
current affairs programme “Connect the World” broadcast by CNN International in 2010. The 
programme contains a short segment called Connector of the Day sponsored by Skype, in which 
a well known figure is interviewed by the presenter and is also asked questions which have been 
submitted by viewers. In this case, Ofcom considered that the interviewer was asked to provide 
by both the presenter, and by means of the questions submitted by viewers, his explanation and 
analysis of current policies. The segment also contained discussion of the current news issue. 
Having taken these issues into account, Ofcom found the programme in breach of sponsorship 
rules. The working group concluded that the content should be assessed in each particular case 
and the decision taken on a case-by-case basis. 
 
The second part of the discussion was dedicated to the portrayal of violence and matters of 
fairness and impartiality in news and current affairs programmes. 
 
Regula Bähler presented the practice of the Swiss Independent Complaints Authority for Radio 
and Television in regulation of portrayal violence in the news. According to the Federal Act on 
Radio and Television, radio or television programmes must not endanger public morals nor 
glorify or trivialize violence. The regulation of portrayal of violence therefore applies to all 
programmes and extends beyond the protection of minors. 
 
The first example she showed concerned broadcasting of images of the dead sons of Saddam 
Hussein. No violation was found in this case. The Authority considered that, in the context of 
news programmes, violence is part of the reality realistic documentation in the context of wars, 
terrorist attacks, crimes and conflicts and that images of violent content in contemporary 
relevant documents may be shown in the overriding interest of the public. However, portrayal of 
violence must not be an end in itself and violent images should not be shown for an unnecessary 
long time or be repeated.  
 
The second example concerned reporting on a shooting incident which ended up in hostage-
taking and massive police action. An image of the perpetrator holding the hostage and pointing a 
gun to his head was shown and the claim was that the image was trivializing violence. The 
Complaints authority found no violation claiming that the programme did not end with the 
chronology of events, but the statement of the police leader who directly referred to the 
headshot and the efforts of the police as well as psychologists to bring the hostage taking to a 
non-violent end. In this way trivializing of violence was prevented. 
 
The third example involved reporting from the media conference held by masked persons who 
announced acts of violence and threatened with damage to property and traffic blockades during 
the WEF in Davos. Pictures of confrontations between activists and the police in the context of 
the WEF were shown as well as statements of police authorities saying that any unauthorized 
demonstration will be prevented. The claim was that such reporting was trivializing violence and 
jeopardizing the internal security. However no violation was found, the reasoning being that the 
verbal announcements and the violent images provide information about the potential threat of 
the revolutionary activist movement. This information was necessary in view of the 
confrontations in the past. 
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Next, Tomaž Gorjanc presented the case initiated by the complain on portrayal of violence 
(broadcast of video showing Gaddafi's torturing and assassination) and protection of minors in 
prime news programme (at 7 PM). According to the Slovenian Mass Media Act, there are no 
specific provisions on portrayal of violence in news and current affairs programmes, only general 
rules pertaining to violent material and the protection of minors apply to all programming, 
including and obligation to display an accoustic and visual warning +15 before and a visual 
symbol during the programme. There were 3 parallel procedures in this case, one concerning the 
public service channel and two concerning the most viewed generalist commercial free to air 
channels.   
Findings and arguments for the decision were the following: 
- no acoustic and visual warning before and a visual symbol during the programme; 
- an explicit, very evident and realistic portrayal of violence situated in the context of civil war; 
- very intensive close-up images of physical and psychological torture and humiliation; 
- detailed voice explanation of torturing methods increased the effect of portrayed violence (on 
one commercial channel); 
- a sensationalistic announcement with snapshots immediately after evening cartoons on the 
public channel: “Watch us soon, we have the exclusive video of Gaddafi‘s torture and 
assassination." 
- even though news are predominantly targeted at adults and children only accidentally watch 
the news, average minute ratings of viewers under the age of 14 have shown: 3.800 (SLO 1), 
6.500 (POP TV) and 6.900 (Kanal A) viewers; 
- watershed rule has not been applied (9 PM by the Guidelines). 
 
Broadcasters' response was that the same material was broadcast all over the world, the news 
was justifiable – the news item demanded it, the news broadcast was in strong public interest, 
all professional journalistic standards were respected and the labelling of such broadcasts should 
be an exemption. However legal provisions were clear in that regard, so a written warning was 
adressed to all three channels. 

 
Even though the footage of Gaddafi’s torture and murder was shown around the globe and 
caused much controversy, no other WG participant shared their experience with a similar case. 
In general discussion on portrayal of violence in news (right to inform/public interest vs. 
unwarranted depiction of violence), a part of the WG shared the opinion that regulation of 
violence in the news should not only be seen a matter of protection of minors and regulated as 
other programme genres, but that the specific format and purpose of news should be taken into 
account. Bob Collins noted that there were some cases in Ireland where violence in news was 
not considered to be problematic but quite the opposite, it had an educational role and served to 
show people the consequences of conflicts.  
 
In his intervention on matters of fairness and impartiality in news and current affairs 
programmes, Bob Collins reported about the recent public consultations on draft Code of 
Fairness, Objectivity and Impartiality in News and Current Affairs in Ireland. The Broadcasting 
Act 2009 requires that broadcasters ensure that all news broadcast is reported and presented in 
an objective and impartial manner without any expression of the broadcaster’s own views. The 
draft code sets out the underpinning principles dealing with such matters as fairness, objectivity 
and impartiality, accuracy and responsiveness, transparency and accountability. He outlined 
some of the proposed rules such as matters of consent including consent relating to children and 
vulnerable individuals; the obligation of broadcasters to acknowledge the refusal of a person or 
organization to make no comment; defining circumstances under which secret filming or door-
stepping can take place and the obligation of broadcasters to keep a Public Register of Interests. 
The consultations have been closed and the BAI will assess the submitted comments in the 
forthcoming period. The reactions mostly pertained to prohibition of presenters on a current 
affairs programme to express their own views or opinions and the obligation of presenters to 
make clear any interest which would call into question the perceived fairness, objectivity or 
impartiality of the item being covered.   
 
He also reported on two prominent cases involving RTÉ, the Irish national public broadcaster. 
One was an investigative programme that, inter alia, alleged that a Roman Catholic priest had 
raped a young woman – a minor – when he was a missionary in Africa as a result of which she 
had a child. The item was broadcast in spite of his denials and his offers to take a paternity test. 
There was no complaint to the BAI but there was a defamation case taken by the priest in the 
High Court; the paternity test was negative; the broadcaster apologized in Court and on air and 
paid substantial but undisclosed damages; the BAI initiated an investigation; a very critical 
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report was published and a financial penalty of €200,000 was imposed. It was a major national 
issue; damaging to the broadcaster and strongly political following the BAI’s report. 
 
The second case related to a debate between the candidates in the final stages of the Irish 
Presidential Election last November. A tweet, said to be from the campaign team of one of the 
candidates, claimed that the following day a man would confirm that he (the man) had collected 
money for a political party from the front-runner who was standing as an independent and who 
had been anxious to distance himself from the that party. The leading candidate handles the 
matter very poorly and complicated things on a radio programme the following morning. It 
turned out that the tweet was a hoax but this was not clarified during the television debate nor 
on the following morning’s radio programme. The programme had a major impact; the leading 
candidate was defeated – coming second. He subsequently complained and the BAI found 
evidence against the broadcaster. It raised issues of fairness and of the role of social media in 
current affairs content. 
  
The debate also revolved around the question whether impartiality should strictly be a matter of 
professional conduct and as such left to self-regulation. Many felt that there is still need for 
some regulation of this matter. For example, Malta and Italy agreed that the practice of 
expressing clear political preference remains very much present on television.  


