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INTRODUCTION 

Children indisputably constitute the fundamental foundations of our society, which is particularly sensitive in all matters concerning them. One field that entails dangers to which, once exposed, children could be vulnerable is that of media. No doubt, the component of the media which is most directly accessible to, as well as influential upon children, is television.

No other subject of media attracts more attention than television and children. Concerns about the effects of television on children’s behaviour are echoed everywhere, and this shared worry can only get more intense as television continues to change and grow. Numerous studies carried out on the subject, namely, the effects of television on children’s behaviour, are not conclusive. Television as a medium is neither good nor bad for children. Rather, television programmes should be critically evaluated. Indeed television programmes can be educational, inspiring and stimulating or they can be dull, violent, and cruel. Thus, we must not examine the effects of television but the effects of different kinds of programmes. 

One thing that researchers and experts agree on, is that television is a central and inescapable part of modern life.  By the time children today graduate from high school, they will have spent more time watching television than in a classroom. As a matter of fact, in most households the television set is turned on for several hours a day even when nobody is watching. 

Moreover, many individuals, particularly parents, tend to believe that the root of all social evil is television. It is not correct to blame and criticize television for all the bad things that are happening around us. 

Compared to adults, children have different thinking abilities and less experience to help them construe a meaning of the television messages they receive. In addition, children of different ages have different information–processing abilities to the television-viewing situation. This disparity in thinking and information–processing abilities, is what makes children a special group of viewers. Our obligation as adults, and more importantly, as regulators, is to protect children and young adults, firstly, from information which they are unable to process and perceive because of their young age and, secondly, from information to which they should not be exposed at such age. 

I shall first consider the relevant European media landscape, and subsequently I shall refer to the position in Cyprus and the role performed by the Cyprus Radio Television Authority.

A. THE EUROPEAN AUDIOVISUAL LANDSCAPE
As we all know, the European Audiovisual Policy has always been sensitive on issues relating to the protection of minors. In view of its pending accession to the European Union, Cyprus follows closely all the latest developments in this field, as expressed in the relevant directives, recommendations and resolutions adopted by the Community’s institutional bodies. These texts include, inter alia, the following:  

(I) “The Television without Frontiers” Directive 559 adopted by the European Union in 1989, and Amending Directive 36 of 1997 (Appendix A) contain provisions which seek to protect minors from potential harmful content in television programmes. More specifically, Directive 559 provides, inter alia, in Article 22 that “…Member States shall take appropriate measures to ensure that television broadcasts by broadcasters under their jurisdiction do not include any programmes which might seriously impair the physical, mental or moral development of minors, in particular programmes that involve pornography or gratuitous violence”. In the Amending Directive 36 of 1997, there is a provision for “an investigation – carried out by the Commission in liaison with the competent Member State authorities – of the possible advantages and drawbacks of further measures with a view to facilitating the control exercised by parents or guardians over the programmes that minors may watch”. 

(II) Council Recommendation of 24 September 1998 (Appendix B) on the development of the competitiveness of the European audiovisual and information services industry by promoting national frameworks aimed at achieving a comparable and effective level of protection of minors and human dignity. 

(III) Communication from the Commission to the Council, the European Parliament and the Economic and Social Committee of 19 July 1999 on the Study of Parental Control of Television Broadcasting (Appendix C) which underlines the following: A harmonised approach to rating audiovisual content is ruled out by the great cultural diversity which characterises the European audiovisual market. However, drawing up common descriptive criteria would allow audiovisual content to be described in similar way, whilst leaving the evaluation of such content to the competent national and regional authorities. This would facilitate comparability between the rating systems in operation in Member States and would allow technical devices to filter transnational television channels according to specific cultural norms but on the basis of the same (descriptive) information about each programme. The study also recommends that, to the extent possible, evaluative judgements should be based on transparent criteria, so that viewers may understand the basis for particular ratings. 

(IV) Council conclusions of 17 December 1999 on the protection of minors in the light of the development of digital audiovisual services (Appendix D). With this text, the Council, inter alia, recognises a) the need to adapt and complement current systems for protecting minors from harmful audiovisual content, in the light of ongoing technical, social and market developments and b) that the development of new technical means for parental control must not reduce the respective responsibilities of the various categories of operators. Furthermore the Council invites the Commission to bring together the industries and parties concerned in order to examine ways to achieve greater clarity in the way audiovisual content is evaluated and rated in Europe and to support the exchange of information and best practice regarding the protection of minors. 

(V) European Parliament resolution of October 2000 on the Commission Communication ‘Study on Parental Control of Television Broadcasting (Appendix E) where the Parliament notes with dismay the rising wave of violence to which children are exposed daily by television. The Parliament is deeply concerned with the consequences and related social effects and believes that all television operators in the EU should agree on a code of self-regulation in respect of the protection of minors. 

Still, there is a question regarding the effectiveness of various “filtering systems” and in the recent “evaluation report from the Commission to the Council and the European Parliament”, issued on 27th of February 2001, which was already mentioned above, underlines the fact that “filtering systems are only used for digital broadcasting”. A specific “pin code technique” can be used by digital commercial broadcasters thus electronically locking programmes that may be harmful to minors. 

It is interesting to refer to one of the most recent speeches delivered on 22 June 2001 by Commissioner Viviane Reding responsible for the European Audiovisual Policy, entitled Television without Frontiers, Amending the Directive (Appendix F). In this speech, the Commissioner stressed once again the Commission’s interest in the protection of minors, indicating the need for a single, coherent, classification system that covers all electronic content – television, Internet, computer games, etc.

B. UNESCO

Children are also, as we all know, one of the UNESCO’s priority groups. According to UNESCO’s statistic reports, in the late 1980’s and early 1990’s, there was a marked increase in the number of violent films and easy accessibility to them in cinema houses, television at home or even easily obtainable videocassettes and DVD’s. The international Organization has strengthened its efforts towards the developing of programmes concerned with children, youth and the media, as a result of the impulse given by the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child ratified by almost all member states in 1989.

The UN Child Convention underlines the fact that children, (defined in the Convention as everyone under 18 years of age) is an exposed group in society in need of special care and protection. The Convention recognizes the important role of mass media, both for children’s freedom of expression and their ability to make their voice heard, for children’s right to information and above all, for quality of content which will promote their development and well being. It also stresses the need for children to be protected against material that can harm their well being.
Since the chapter “Children and Violence on the Screen” has always been an important issue for UNESCO, the Organisation adopted a specific Resolution (Resolution 30 adopted by the General Conference at its 29th session on 12th November 1997) entitled “Children and Violence on the Screen” (Appendix G). The Resolution refers, inter alia, to the “principal roles of information, particularly as challenged through the modern electronic media, to serve the educational, scientific and cultural objectives of humanity” and to the fact that certain measures should be taken in order to draw professional guidelines thus controlling and reducing the “increasing amount of violent material made available through electronic media”. 

C. LEGISLATION IN CYPRUS ON THE PROTECTION OF
MINORS

The protection of minors has always been one of the main priorities of the Cyprus Radio Television Authority. As a consequence, it has adopted appropriate measures, the most important of which are the following:  

· The use of the Rating System

According to Reg. 22(1) of the Radio and Television Stations Regulations of 2000, broadcasters must provide the viewers with written warning in the daily press and the radio and TV guides, acoustic warning before the beginning of every broadcast and visual indication every ten minutes, regarding the nature and the content of programmes, as follows:

(K) in green letters for programmes suitable for general viewing

(12) in yellow letters for programmes restricted to minors under 12

(15) in blue letters for programmes restricted to minors under 15

(18) in red letters for programmes restricted to minors under 18

(A) for programmes with intense sexual content. 

 In addition, Reg. 21(5) provides that broadcasters have the responsibility to ensure that the audience is always informed about the content of the programme they watch. Indeed the rating system has been given particular emphasis by the Authority, which has repeatedly impressed upon the stations to use the proper indications for all programmes, thereby informing the audience about their content.  Investigations are conducted by the Authority in order to assess the compliance of the stations regarding the implementation of the rating system.
· Family Zone 

Reg. 21(6) clearly states that broadcasters must ensure that all programmes as well as trailers transmitted within the family zone are appropriate for the general public, including children under the age of fifteen. (The “family zone” starts at 5:30 am and ends at 21:00 on weekdays and at 22:00 on weekends.)  Also, Reg. 32(3)(a) prohibits the transmission of programmes within the family zone which are likely to impair the physical, mental or moral development of minors, and especially those containing violent or sexually explicit material. As to what constitutes obscenity the Obscene Publications Law 35 of 1963, provides as follows:

“For the purposes of this Law an article shall be deemed to be obscene if its effect, or (where the article comprises two or more distinct elements) the effect of any one of its elements if taken as a whole, is such as to tend to deprave and corrupt persons who are likely, in all the circumstances, to read, see or hear the matter contained or embodied in it.” 

Since January 2000 the Authority has examined, or is currently examining 60, cases regarding the broadcast of programmes within the family zone that contain violent or sexually explicit material or indecent use of language and has imposed appropriate sanctions, ranging from recommendations to administrative fines. 

· Children’s Advertising
The Radio and Television Stations Law 7(I) of 1998 and the above-mentioned Regulations, impose limitations concerning children’s advertising. Namely, section 34(4) of the Law, prohibits advertisements of children’s toys until 22:00 on weekdays and until 23:00 on weekends, during school holidays and the days preceding. Further limitations are imposed regarding the content and the techniques employed on children’s advertising. The Authority has examined cases of non-compliance with the Law concerning both the transmission time and the techniques used in children’s advertising.
D. THE ROLE OF THE CYPRUS RADIO-TELEVISION 

AUTHORITY: ADOPTED MEASURES

▷Programme Monitoring

In order to ensure that all programmes transmitted by private broadcasters meet the requirements of the Law and Regulations, the Cyprus Radio-Television Authority carries out a random monitoring procedure. Programme monitoring is one of the priorities of the Authority and one of the most significant duties of the staff. 

Selective monitoring usually covers areas of programming, such as news and information programmes, talk shows, drama and comedy series and films. In order to maintain objective criteria and equal treatment in the monitoring process, similar types of programmes within the same transmission zones are selected from all stations. A five o’clock news broadcast, for example, is to be monitored along with all the other simultaneously transmitted news broadcasts in all stations. Particular attention is given to programmes transmitted within the “family zone” when a large number of children are watching. Monitoring is considered an essential element of the regulatory procedure as it provides the means to ensure the protection of minors and the human rights in general.

▷Cooperation with organized groups

The Authority arranges meetings with organized groups, such as parents’ organizations, youth and family groups and anti-violence groups in order to hear their worries and their views on the subject and to inform them about their rights and responsibilities not only as viewers but also as parents. 

▷Public Awareness

The Authority has put into action a public awareness scheme with the aim of informing and educating the public on their rights as human beings as well as their rights as viewers and listeners. Moreover, the Authority has decided to organize educational seminars for the general public. In fact, the Authority organized its first seminar that addressed the media professionals and dealt with issues concerning the respect for human rights, equality, and the protection of minors (as television viewers and as citizens in a democratic society). 

▷Broadcasting Awards

With the aim to improve the quality of the radio and television programmes, the Cyprus Radio – Television Authority has recently announced an annual competition for the best local production.  The productions that will qualify for the competition may range from news and entertainment to documentaries and children’s programmes. The first competition will take place in March 2002, covering the productions broadcast during 2001.  

▷The Role of the Parents

From our experience, the imposition of sanctions in case of violation of the Law and Regulations has a positive impact on the quality of television programming.  However, the cooperation of parents is essential in order to protect children from the negative effects of television.  Parents need to familiarize themselves with what is on television, to watch television with their children, to exercise control on how many hours per day their children watch, and to comprehend that they have the power to change the quality of programme content through national legislation. In addition, parents of teenagers need to realize that they can counteract the sexual and violent nature of television programmes by watching such programmes with their teenager children and explain their own views.  

E. EXAMPLES OF CASES INVESTIGATED BY THE 

AUTHORITY

It is interesting to point out two of the recent cases investigated by the Cyprus Radio Television Authority on the matters of sexually explicit material and violent scenes: 

● The Cyprus Radio-Television Authority conducted an investigation arising from numerous complaints filed by civilians in April 2000, regarding the transmission of a cine film under the title “Showgirls” by a private television channel, which contained offensively explicit sexual scenes. The relevant regulations, namely, The Radio and Television Stations Regulations of 2000, prohibit the broadcasting of programmes that fall within the category defined as comprehending “intense sexual content” by stations not providing encrypted signal, as per reg. 22(3). Further, reg. 33(1)(c) of the aforementioned regulations precludes the transmission of sexual activities when they are likely to offend the sensitivities of viewers. Despite allegations invoked by the aforesaid channel that it was classified as appropriate for viewing by persons over 17 years of age as well as that it was broadcasted outside the hours of the defined ‘family zone’, the Authority found that the content of the film clearly offended the sensitivities of spectators, thereby rendering its rating erroneous: The Authority decided that it comprised ‘intense sexual content’, inappropriate for television transmission by stations not providing encrypted signal at all times, and imposed a fine accordingly. The Authority based its decision upon the following grounds: 

1. Prolonged provocative, intimate dancing.

2. Prolonged explicit sex scene.

3. Musical shows with semi-naked women dancing provocatively.

4. Use of obscene phraseology.

5. Repeated blasphemy of the Divine.

6. Provocative close-up shots on parts of dancers’ bodies, whilst they were dancing on a bar. 

7. Use of cocaine and its promotion as beneficial for the muscles.

8. Homosexual tendencies and innuendos between the starring actresses.

The aforesaid channel filed a recourse to the Supreme Court- which is the usual procedure in Cyprus- contesting the findings of the Authority. The Court annulled the Authority’s decision and held that:  

(a) There are no officially set criteria denoting the classification of TV programmes upon which the Authority can assess the conformity of such ratings to these criteria.

(b) Furthermore, the Law does not vest in the Authority the jurisdiction nor the discretion to allocate the programmes transmitted on TV into categories according to its perception of ‘suitability’.

(c) The film in question had already been classified by the Sensorship Committee (which is only authorised to classify cine films) as ‘suitable for persons over 18’. It is worth noting that there is no category above this in the Committee’s classification scale, hence no equivalent to the ‘intense sexual content’ rating found by the Authority in this case.

(d) Moreover, with regard to the finding that the people’s sensitivities were offended by the scenes contained in this film, the Court held that there is no reference by the Authority, to the actual sensitivities which were or can be claimed to have been offended. Rather, the objective criterion leading to such an inference would be to consider the views of the average viewer. Therefore, on account of the limited number of the relevant complaints filed as well as the fact that no details were given on their status and background, it cannot be established with certainty that these people represent the reaction of the public as a whole. As a result, it was found that the Authority’s decision was ‘wrong in Law’ and ‘ultra vires’. 

The Authority filed an appeal against the decision of the Court, and is currently awaiting for the subsequent outcome.
●  Another case worth mentioning concerns the transmission of a film under the title “She Fought Alone” by a private television station. The film was classified by the station as suitable for viewing by all ages (K) and was transmitted between the hours of 18:00 – 20:20 (within the family zone), during which a large number of children are likely to be watching. The investigation began after the Authority received complaints from civilians that the aforementioned film contained sexually explicit scenes as well as violent scenes including a rape scene not suitable for children. 

After examining the case, the Authority found that:

1. The film contained unnecessary violence including a rape scene and sexually explicit scenes, which are not appropriate for children.

2. The scenes in question were transmitted within the family zone.

3. The station failed to provide the viewers with the correct visual indication regarding the nature and the content of the film.

The station argued that the film contained one violent scene, one sex scene, and one scene containing rape, all of which were unlikely to impair the physical, mental or moral development of minors. 

The Authority did not accept the allegations of the station, and decided that there was a violation of the Radio and Television Stations Regulations of 2000. Taking into consideration previous violations regarding the same regulations, the Authority imposed a heavy administrative fine to the station.

F.  PROTECTION OF MINORS IN THE NEW AUDIOVISUAL

LANDSCAPE 

In most European countries, digital technology is already a fact and we can expect a greater access in the near future. The digital technology has the ability to multiply the television channel capacity of radio waves by 4 to 10 times, thereby offering viewers a much larger choice of channels. Furthermore, television, radio, newspapers, magazines, and books are already available on the Internet. The Internet is also becoming easier to access with the development of mobile devices. Although it is too early to know the details of the situation, it would be realistic to expect a more violent entertainment and an increase in the sexually explicit scenes and pornography.  
The convergence of the media and the globalization of media content is entirely changing the landscape, making it more difficult and less practical for regulators in individual countries to monitor programme content and implement national media policies. Although there is no Law regarding satellite or digital transmission in Cyprus at present, the Cyprus Radio-Television Authority observes the changes that are taking place in the media field in order to be properly prepared.


CONCLUSION

In light of the above analysis, the valid question posed in the beginning still remains to be decided: Namely, does television cause children to act in a manner reflected on the screen?

One school of thought suggests that television can in fact be beneficial to minors. It lies within the hands of both the parents, through proper guidance and supervision, and the society as a whole, through legislation, to ensure that television acts as a catalyst in the healthy development of minors, thereby eliminating by as much as possible the potentially negative effects that it entails. Certainly, the educational and enlightening aspect of television as a medium of communication is not only desirable but it is utterly indispensable.

Nevertheless, a different school of thought asserts that the root of all social evil is television. However, would it be fair to dispense with television altogether on the ground that it is a medium leading to corruption of society and especially minors?
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