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Complaints about the explicit portrayal of an attempted suicide during a popular soap
opera broadcast during family time — Alleged to be disturbing and harmful to children at
a time when large numbers of children can be expected to be part of the audience -
Tribunal finding that the threatening actions of the character were indeed too repetitive
and graphic for the timeslot, that the suicide helpline number screened afterwards was of
no or little use to traumatised children, and that the displayed 13V advisory was not
sufficient - Tribunal finding that broadcaster crossed over the ‘family content’ line
notwithstanding the age restriction and advisory - Complaints upheld and broadcaster
reprimanded - De Lange, Saunders & Others vs SABC2,Case No: 24/2012 BCTSA




SUMMARY

Complaints about the explicit portrayal of an attempted suicide during an episode
of a popular soap opera broadcast during family time. Alleged that the threatening
actions of the character to shoot himself were disturbing and harmful to children at
a time when large numbers of children could be expected to be part of the audience.
Tribunal held that the actions of the character (who was under the influence of
alcohol) were indeed too repetitive and graphic for the timeslot; that the suicide
helpline number screened afterwards was of no or little use to traumatised children;
and that the displayed 13V advisory was not sufficient. The scenario portrayed was
likely to be disturbing and harmful to young viewers, since younger children possess
neither the cognitive nor the emotional faculties to process such content. Tribunal
found that the broadcaster crossed over the ‘family content’ line notwithstanding
the age restriction and advisory. Although the positive outcome of the storyline
served as a mitigating factor, the complaints were upheld and the broadcaster was
issued with a reprimand and cautioned to be even more careful with material that is
broadcast during family time.

JUDGMENT

HL VENTER

[1] The Registrar received four complaints regarding the explicit portrayal of an
attempted suicide during the episode of 7de Laan that was broadcast on 27 April
2012 at 18h30.

[2] The complaints to the BCCSA read as follows:

De Lange: “Ek kyk redelik gereeld na 7de Laan op SABC2 en was vanaand hewig
ontsteld oor die beeldmateriaal wat daarin gewys is. Hierdie sepie word op 'n tydgleuf
aangebied wanneer baie kinders ook daarna kyk en ek dink dit was uiters onsensitief
om die drama met Herman in T en T te gewys het. Ons leef in 'n tyd waar daar soveel
gesinsgeweld en selfmoorde plaasvind dat dit nie ook moet beklemtoon word in 'n
program wat veronderstel is om gesinsvermaak te wees nie. As die skrywers nie meer
weet wat om te skryf nie, moet hulle liewers die storie beeindig as om vir ons as lesers
met sulke negatiewe materiaal te bombardeer. Dit is nie genoeg om vooraf te sé dat
ouerbeheer uitgeoefen moet word nie en ook die hulplynnommer te verskaf aan die
einde van die program nie. Ek is 'n volwasse persoon en ek was baie ontsteld oor die
episode. Dit laat 'n bitter smaak in my mond. Ek sal graag dat julle hierdie klagte
ondersoek en vir my laat weet.”

Saunders: “I hereby wish to lodge a complaint against the 7de Laan episode
broadcast on Friday, 27 April 2012 on SABC2. This scene of violence and the apparent
suicide consideration by one of the characters, is total uncalled for in what is supposed
to be a family show. In spite of the PG12 warning | find this most disturbing and wish to

2



state that this is not the first time this type of scene has been portrayed in this series. It
is about time that the producers of this show were brought to book especially in view of
the time slot when many children are watching this show, not necessarily under adult
supervision. | am awaiting your reply.

Please note that | will not be attending the Tribunal.
| wish to add the following:

The comment from the SABC is one which was expected from them. Their argument
that an advisory of PG13V would be sufficient, is in fact not sufficient.

As pointed out in my e-mail of 30 April 2012, not all children are under supervision at
this time of day as parents are busy preparing supper and might not be aware of the
advisory as this supposedly "family show" is normally that - a family show. This is not
the time of day to highlight issues of suicide, alcohol abuse and marital infidelity. These
issues are common place in this series and do not contribute to the social responsibility
that the SABC feels it has to society. On the contrary, there is far too much drinking
among the young people at clubs etc.

Far too much violence has been portrayed in 7de Laan in the past and enough is
enough.

| am pleased to see that | am not the only one who has complained about this series
and | am sure there are plenty more who have just not taken the time to put pen to
paper. Unfortunately not everyone has money for DSTV otherwise the SABC wouldn't
smell me for dust.”

Visser: “Ek wil net my teleurstelling uitspreek oor die Vrydagaand episode van 7de
Laan. Dit is veronderstel om ‘n gesinsprogram te wees en word in gesinskyktyd
uitgesaai. Hoe kan hulle wys hoe iemand besig is om selfmoord te pleeg. Ek dink dit is
sommer net uiters pateties.”

Seldon: “I turned my TV on TV 2 Sunday nioght 29/04/2012 at 17:50 waiting for a bit of
news at 18:00. | withessed the most shocking display in the Soapie “7de Laan”. It was
a scene where the actor (Herman in 7de Laan) apparently tried to commit suicide by
shooting himself, acting like a demented person. What ignorance!!!

WHAT AN UPSETTING SCENE IT TURNED OUT TO BE. INCREDIBLE!!! | would like
to know whether he (Herman) or the producer ever witnessed a real suicide? Did they
manage to save the victim? If they have not been a witness, how do they know how
such an unfortunate person reacts at that moment?

| lost a son to suicide and do not know what happened at the end. This was just a
sensation-seeking of the worst kind and shows the producer’s insensitivity! Yes, | know
we live in a “democratic SA” where we should be able to express ourselves and do
exactly what we want to, but | find that scene so unacceptable !!! Suicide is by far the
most traumatic way to lose a loved one. | work for an organisation where we, daily, deal
with, and support suicide survivors. (Meanwhile family members!).BROKE PEOPLE!!
NOW THIS PATHETIC DISPLAY! SHAME ON YOU 7DE Laan!!

Please think about this episode, or better still, view it before you throw this letter in the
dustbin. Remember ....there, but for the Grace of God, go |.



[3]

The actor plus the producer should be severely reprimanded (suspended) for taking
advantage of such a serious and hurtful situation. | suppose they are trying to upgrade
the pathetic Soapie. How dispassionate can you get, especially when there are so
many suicides in our communities.

I am furious, disgusted and disappointed. | am not asking for sympathy, but for
justice!! They need to be informed before they act! | sincerely hope something will be
done about this insult.”

The broadcaster responded as follows:

“BCCSA COMPLAINT: H. DE LANGE AND SYD SAUNDERS - ALLEGED
PROMOTION OF VIOLENCE AND MATERIAL HARMFUL TO CHILDREN- SABC2 -
7DE LAAN - 27.04.12 and 30.04.12; 18:57

Our comments are as follows.

1. To address both clauses of the Code as requested by the BCCSA, we advise that
both episodes carried an advisory of PG13V, and both had a suicide helpline
number for four seconds and five seconds respectively before the end credits, in
line with the aim of the series of not only reflecting real life as accurately as
possible in this fictional series, but also ensuring that it serves the interest of the
public good when this is necessary.

2. The scene and episode under question is the climax of a storyline that deals with
the crisis in a marriage, sparked off by the husband's marital infidelity.

3. Over a period of 3 - 4 weeks the husband (Herman) grows increasingly desperate
as his attempts to reconcile with his wife (Felicity) fail. He starts drinking heavily,
has outbursts of temper to vent his frustration, and finds himself on a self-
destructive downward spiral, feeling that his life has fallen apart and that it is no
longer worth living.

4, The storyline peaks when he - under the influence of alcohol - trashes his shop
and toys with his gun, contemplating suicide. When his estranged wife hears
about this, she rushes over to him in her wheelchair. The next episode continues
with this scene, where Felicity pleads with Herman and talks him out of the
suicide, giving all the reasons why suicide is NOT the answer to solving his
problems. In subsequent episodes, Herman and Felicity reconcile and get
together again, and Herman helps Felicity to overcome her condition caused by a
psychosomatic disorder, and she starts walking again.

5. There is therefore a long build-up to this incident, it is fully prepared for and is
psychologically motivated. Although it is deliberately designed to be gripping, the
violence is neither gratuitous nor is it graphically depicted.

6. Although 7de Laan is a family show, we are fully aware of our social responsibility
and the impact of a storyline like this one on the audience. To avoid an issue like
suicide would therefore make 7de Laan less credible to its audience and would
reduce its impact and relevance. Stories like these form part of fulfilling the SABC
mandate to address social and other issues - in this case alcohol abuse, marital
infidelity and the issues surrounding suicide and that it is not a solution to one's
problems. It is with this responsibility in mind that for instance the arguments and
phrases used by Felicity were chosen very carefully, and why Herman afterwards
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[4]

[5]

[6]

goes to a clinic for treatment, which leads to reconciliation with his wife. The
storyline thus ultimately contains a positive ‘message’.

In light of the above reasoning that the scene was essential to the plot and that nowhere
is violence or suicide glorified or shown to be a method of resolving conflict, it was felt
that an advisory of PG13V would be sufficient to alert sensitive viewers.”

At the Tribunal, Mrs De Lange, one of the complainants, emphasised that family
time is not the correct timeslot for storylines of this nature. She argued that
parents are not as strict with discipline as they used to be and that it is unrealistic
to expect that they will send their children out when an advisory is screened at this
early time. Since the first part of the storyline’s climax was broadcast on a
Friday, she argued that it was in any case too long for children to have waited
until the Monday to see the end and a possible corrective. She conceded that
social issues need to be addressed, but argued that family time, during which large
numbers of children are part of the audience, is not the correct time for this. She
complained about the scenes being too explicit and too repetitive. She said they
should rather have been implied and felt that broadcasters are constantly testing
the audience’s tolerance level by continuously moving goal posts. She argued

that seven year olds do not need to know about issues such as suicide at all.

Mr Hassen, for the respondent, argued that the relevant scenes were not gratuitous
or graphically explicit. However, the members of the Tribunal were of the
opinion that the character’s threatening actions were indeed graphic. Not only
was he stumbling around in a drunken state, but he was repeatedly pointing the
gun, in a very agitated manner, at his temples and under his chin, threatening to
shoot himself. These scenes continued over both episodes. The producer of the
series admitted that the climax of the storyline was calculated to draw large

audiences and to ensure that viewers tune in for the Monday episode.

Television is a very powerful medium and witnessing violent scenes such as this
may lead to severe emotional stress and anxiety in children. Although the visual
depiction of such material may be central to the credibility of a storyline, it should

be dealt with in a sensitive manner that is not too graphic. Broadcasters bear a
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[7]

[8]

heavy burden of responsibility in a country like South Africa, where much
emotional trauma is suffered because of acts of violence. This makes it all the
more important for them to take special care with storylines where the details are
within their control, in contrast to news events, where they are not. Although the
respondent argued that both episodes carried a PG13V advisory, and the Final
Control Sheet of the broadcast also indicates a PG13V, only a 13V appeared on
the screen, while a voice-over announced that the age restriction is 13 and advised
viewers to exercise parental guidance. Notwithstanding, it is possible that children
could have been watching without adult supervision at this time of the evening
and broadcasters need to remain vigilant about ensuring that they do not cross
over the ‘family content’ line notwithstanding age restrictions and advisories.
Although the suicide helpline number that was screened after both episodes could
be useful to people considering suicide, it is of no or little use to traumatised
children. Younger cchildren are very impressionable and do not dispose of
established cognitive frameworks that would enable them to interpret violent,
psychologically disturbing scenarios such as this one. Clause 6(1) of the
Broadcasting Code specifically states that broadcasting service licensees must not
broadcast material which is harmful or disturbing to children at times when a
large number of children are likely to be part of the audience. Likewise, Clause
7(1) states that programming on television which contains scenes of explicit
violence ....... intended for adult audiences must not be broadcast before the

watershed period.

The broadcaster also responded in terms of Clause 3(b), which provides that
broadcasting service licensees must not broadcast material which, judged within
context, sanctions, promotes or glamorises violence or unlawful conduct. The
Tribunal, however, accepted that neither violence nor suicide was glorified or

shown as a method of resolving conflict.

Mr Hassen confirmed that the SABC is well-aware that many children watch the
series, but that their intention was for parents to use the storyline as an

opportunity to discuss the issues of alcohol abuse, marital infidelity and suicide
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with their children. However, the media should not compel parents to address
issues with their children they feel uncomfortable with or issues they feel their

children are not ready for.

[9] The Tribunal came to the conclusion that neither of the episodes in question was
suitable for children’s viewing. The scenario portrayed was likely to be disturbing
and harmful to young viewers, since children possess neither the cognitive nor the

emotional faculties to process such content.

[10] In the result, it was found that the broadcaster transgressed the Code by
broadcasting material that is unsuitable at a time when large numbers of children
are likely to have been among the viewers. The 13V advisory, even with the
voice over advising parental control, was unrealistic and insufficient for this kind
of material and, in practice, would have little or no effect. Fact is, younger
children are present in the audience at that time of the evening and the material
broadcast in the two episodes was simply of such a nature that it was harmful to
them. This does not mean that a PG13 might not, at times, be necessary.
However, the material included in these two episodes was simply not suitable at
all for children who, in practice, are likely to be in the audience. The
responsibility cannot, at that time of the evening, simply be shifted to parents.
The positive outcome of the storyline is, however, a mitigating factor.
Nevertheless, the broadcaster is still issued with a reprimand and cautioned to be

even more careful with material that is broadcast during family time.
J P SRRY . ﬂwa"»

PROF JCW VAN ROOYEN SC
CHAIRPERSON

Chairperson Van Rooyen, and Commissioners Melville, Mbombo and Mmusinyane
concurred with the judgment of Dr Venter.



