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Dear BSA Members 

 

 TV3 CAMPBELL LIVE EUTHANASIA STORY – APRIL 27TH 2012 

 

On April 27th at 7.18pm TV3’s “Campbell Live” screened a story on the subject of euthanasia. I 

considered this item to breach Standard 4 of the Free to Air TV Code of Broadcasting Practice which 

requires that,  

 

“When discussing controversial issues of public importance in news, current affairs or factual 

programmes, broadcasters should make reasonable efforts, or give reasonable opportunities, to 

present significant points of view either in the same programme or in other programmes within the 

period of current interest.” 

 

On April 28th I submitted a formal complaint to TV3 on this matter (refer Attachment 1). On May 25th 

TV3 replied that they considered the Code had not been breached (refer Attachment 2). 

 

I now refer my complaint to the Broadcasting Standards Authority as I am not satisfied with the reply 

from MediaWorks (TV3). My reasons for this are outlined below. 

 

1. MediaWorks state in their reply that the programme was not intended to be a “rehashing of 

the pros and cons” of the euthanasia debate. This theme is repeated in several places 

throughout their reply. As an assessment of the programme it is entirely correct. I also 

acknowledge that Standard 4 of the Code does not require a “pros and cons” approach. 

However the Code does require reasonable efforts or opportunities to present other 

viewpoints. This programme did not make such efforts or give such opportunities. It was 

strongly sympathetic towards a law change to allow euthanasia with only a cursory 

acknowledgement that other viewpoints exist.  

 

2. MediaWorks in their reply do not point to any other coverage they have broadcast in the 

current period of interest which presents other viewpoints on euthanasia. Instead they point 

to an article published by Fairfax Media on the “Stuff” website as being an example of other 
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viewpoints being available in the media at the time. However the Code’s requirements for 

reasonable efforts and opportunities to present other viewpoints are for “broadcasters” and 

their “programmes”. They cannot avoid their responsibilities under the Code by suggesting 

that viewpoints carried in print media will suffice. 

 

3. MediaWorks note in their reply that the issue is one that is so controversial that most 

viewers are going to be aware of other viewpoints anyway. However this is true by definition 

of most, if not all, controversial issues. If an issue is controversial it means that there is 

public disagreement about it – i.e. it is well known publicly that there are different 

viewpoints.  

 

However the Code still requires broadcasters to demonstrate reasonable efforts or 

opportunities to present other viewpoints on controversial issues. Broadcasters cannot 

abdicate their responsibilities by merely stating viewers will already be aware of other 

viewpoints. In this particular case MediaWorks cannot avoid its responsibility by stating 

about Sean Davison’s views that “most viewers...  would have understood that his is only 

one... voice in a much wider debate”. 

 

4. It is true that the guidelines re Standard 4 of the Code state that an assessment of whether 

the Code has been met may take into account “whether viewers could reasonably be 

expected to be aware of views expressed in other coverage”. However this must relate to 

other coverage provided by the particular broadcaster “in other programmes in the current 

period of interest”. It cannot mean any other coverage in general because that would 

subvert the entire purpose of the Code. Broadcasters would simply be able to say in essence 

“well everyone knows there are a range of viewpoints on this controversial issue so we don’t 

have to present them”. Indeed this is appears to be what Mediaworks are suggesting, but 

this cannot be what the guideline is meaning.  

 

The guideline makes sense only in the context of broadcasters complying with the Code by 

presenting other viewpoints “in other programmes in the current period of interest”, and 

whether or not viewers can reasonably be expected to be aware of that coverage. For 

instance a broadcaster could not fulfil the Code by programming one viewpoint in prime 

time, and then presenting an alternative viewpoint in a programme at 10am in the morning.   

 

As already noted at point 2 – MediaWorks have not noted any other coverage they have 

broadcast in the current period of interest which presents other viewpoints on euthanasia. 

Hence this guideline is not relevant – viewers cannot be expected to be aware of views 

expressed in other coverage because MediaWorks has not broadcast any other viewpoints 

“in other programmes in the current period of interest”. There is nothing to be aware of. 

 

5. MediaWorks state that the item brings “new points of view” and “new information” to the 

debate on euthanasia. It is difficult to see what this new information is or what the new 

points of view are. As the item itself notes, there have been previous court cases on 

euthanasia in New Zealand and previous attempts to change the law. The fact that two new 

advocates have joined the cause is not the same thing as new points of view being 



expressed. The viewpoints expressed by both Sean Davison and Maryan Street were 

standard arguments in support of euthanasia expressed many times before. There was 

nothing particularly “new” about them.  

 

6. MediaWorks also assert that the story was primarily about the personal experience of Sean 

Davison. It is certainly true that the item found a platform in the personal experience of 

Sean Davison. However the primary focus of the item was not his personal experience, but 

rather his and Maryan Street’s views on euthanasia. Most of their narrative to camera was 

their viewpoints, not their experience. 

 

7. Even if the item did provide new information, new viewpoints, or was based on personal 

experience, the Code does not allow any of these factors as providing for an exemption from 

its requirements. Where a controversial issue of public importance is being dealt with, 

broadcasters must make reasonable efforts or provide reasonable opportunities for other 

viewpoints to be presented. This requirement cannot be avoided by dressing up an item as a 

human interest story about someone’s personal experience.   

 

8. The Campbell Live reporter who prepared the story states that it “set out to provide an 

insight into Davison's decision to push for a law change, not whether that law change should 

occur.” The clear inference is that the item takes no position on whether a law change 

should occur.  

 

This is simply disingenuous. The reporter’s narrative throughout the item was couched in 

language which presented Sean Davison and Maryan Street as fighters in a compassionate 

cause. The reporter’s final statement summed it up, speaking of Street as “The politician, 

taking up the fight, for the prisoner who helped his mother”. This is not the language of 

disinterested analysis - it is the language of advocacy. 

 

Of course the Code does not require broadcasters to be neutral or prevent them from taking 

an angle on a story or an issue. With this particular item that angle was clearly one in favour 

of a law change to allow euthanasia despite the reporter’s denial. However this being the 

case, the onus on the broadcaster to make reasonable efforts to present other viewpoints 

was even greater. 

 

9. The reporter further states that the information provided about judges sentencing and 

previous attempts at law changes were factual and accurate. This may be true, but it is not 

relevant. The complaint is not of a breach in Standard 5 relating to accuracy. It is of a breach 

in Standard 4 relating to presenting viewpoints on controversial issues. The facts about 

sentencing and the outcome of the last attempt at law change were not viewpoints. 

 

10. The narrow vote at the last parliamentary consideration of euthanasia was also mentioned 

in the introduction to the item. MediaWorks argue that in doing this they showed that the 

public was divided on this issue. This is true. However the Code does not require that 

broadcasters merely acknowledge that an issue is controversial or that there is public 

disagreement about it. It requires that they make reasonable efforts to present significant 



viewpoints. As noted in the previous point - the facts about the outcome of the last 

parliamentary vote on the issue do not represent a viewpoint. An acknowledgement that the 

public is divided on an issue is not a presentation of a viewpoint. 

 

11. MediaWorks note that the item acknowledged there were “unanswered questions” on the 

issue of euthanasia and then showed two participants at a public forum asking questions. 

However these questions were not presentations of a viewpoint – indeed it is not altogether 

clear what viewpoint (if any) the questioners were coming from. The questions seemed to 

be more in the nature of seeking clarification about viewpoints that had already been 

expressed by others. 

 

It is understood that the BSA has previously noted that other viewpoints can be presented 

by “devil’s advocate” type questions. However for this to be the case a reasonably strong 

and clear line of questioning would be expected. Indeed by definition one would expect such 

questions to be advocating a viewpoint. The questions in this item noted by MediaWorks 

were not of this nature.  

 

12. Neither was a “devil’s advocate” approach taken elsewhere in the item. Both Sean Davison 

and Maryan Street simply spoke to camera without being subjected to questioning. The 

reporter’s role was restricted to a voice-over providing a relatively benign narrative within 

which Davison’s and Street’s views could be expressed. 

 

13. The only time a significant alternative viewpoint was “presented” in the programme is a one 

line sound-bite from an unidentified speaker at the public forum. This was very brief 

(approx. 10 seconds), relatively poor sound quality, and concluded with audible laughter 

from the audience. The programme then crossed back to Maryan Street who used it as a 

basis for further presentation of her views. 

 

The reporter assures us the laughter was unrelated. I am less convinced. Regardless, it is the 

impression gained by the viewer that is important. In this case that impression is of the 

alternative viewpoint being “full-stopped” with disparagement. The laughter occurred after 

the speaker’s point had been made. It could have been edited out. It was not. 

 

I am aware that the Code does not require a formulaic assessment of time allocated to 

different viewpoints within a programme. However I consider that within the overall context 

of the programme (i.e. a sympathetic hearing for two strong advocates of euthanasia) even 

this cursory acknowledgement of an alternative viewpoint was not presented fairly.  

 

Even if the audience reaction had been edited out, the briefness of the viewpoint, the poor 

sound quality, the fact it was made by an unidentified speaker and was then immediately 

countered by Maryan Street, are all factors which erode whatever weight it might have 

carried. Hence this single sound-bite does not represent a reasonable effort on the part of 

the broadcaster to present other viewpoints, given the overall context of the programme. 

 

 



14. I am pleased that the reporter is aware of my strong Christian beliefs and I agree with her 

that others have equally strongly held alternative views. However neither of these facts is 

relevant to the question at hand. That question is – in dealing with a controversial issue of 

public importance has this broadcaster made reasonable efforts or provided reasonable 

opportunities for significant viewpoints to be presented either in this programme or in 

others? For all the reasons noted above, I believe they have not. 

 

 

In summary, the overall tenor of the item is of a very sympathetic hearing for two strong advocates 

of euthanasia, with only a cursory acknowledgement that other viewpoints exist. No reasonable 

opportunity is given to present those viewpoints, either within the item or in any other coverage by 

the broadcaster in the current time period. As such it is difficult to see how it complies with the 

Broadcasting Act and Standard 4 of the Free to Air TV Code of Broadcasting Practice. 

 

Yours sincerely 

 

 

Ewen McQueen 

19th June 2012 

 

 

  



 

ATTACHMENT 1 – Complaint to TV3 

 

Submitted 28/4/12 re Campbell Live item 27/4/12 

Dear Mediaworks Standards Committee 

Euthanasia is a controversial issue of public importance.  

The Campbell Live item I have noted above was approx 5 minutes long and included interviews with 

two strong advocates of euthanasia - Maryan Street and Sean Davidson. 

It was noted that there were other viewpoints but these were not dealt with in any substantive way. 

A public debate was shown with a very brief (a few seconds) comment from an unnamed speaker 

opposed to euthanasia who was being jeered at by some in the audience. The item then cut back to 

Maryan Street who then countered even this brief comment with further pro-euthanasia discussion. 

The item was clearly unbalanced and breached Standard 4 of the Free to Air Television Code 

requiring reasonable efforts to present other significant points of view. I am not aware on any other 

contemporary item on TV3 that could be construed as providing balance to this item. 

Thank you for considering this complaint. 

Kind regards 

Ewen McQueen 

 

  



ATTACHMENT 2 – TV3 Reply to Complaint 

Dear Ewen, 

 Thank you for your email outlining your concerns about a Campbell Livestory that screened on 27 

April 2012 at 7.18pm. The Standards Committee has investigated the footage in relation to your 

complaint and considered it under the standard you have nominated. 

 Standard 4 - Controversial Issues - Viewpoints 

The Standards Committee agrees that the subject of voluntary euthanasia within the context of New 

Zealand law is a controversial issue of public importance.  This story was prompted by the recent 

release of Sean Davison from home detention and much of the story focussed on his experience and 

desires since being charged with attempted murder of his terminally ill mother.  Being released from 

home detention gave media the opportunity to interview him for the first time since the five month 

duration of his sentence.  Davison's newly vocal position on voluntary euthanasia, and Maryan 

Street's drafting of a private member's bill to allow assisted dying, presented new points of view on 

the ongoing debate about the legality of voluntary euthanasia - in other words, it contributed to the 

continuing debate where various points of view can be found in all kinds of media. 

In the Committee's view, the wider subject is one that is so controversial that a majority of viewers 

are going to be aware of other viewpoints that have been addressed in the media in the past, and a 

complete rehashing of the pros and cons of the debate would not have allowed for the presentation 

of this new information which has a strong element of public interest.  Notwithstanding this, other 

viewpoints in the media were available at the time, including an article uploaded onto the popular 

stuff.co.nz website which explored the debate at the Dunedin Public Hospital the night before the 

story went to air (see http://www.stuff.co.nz/national/politics/6814118/Right-or-duty-to-die).  This 

article provided lengthy coverage of the argument put forward by John Kleinsman - the unnamed 

man featured in the Campbell Live story.  

 We note that the Campbell Live also referenced this debate, and stated "[Davison and Street] are on 

the same side, but not everybody in the room was" and later also "And the debate brought up a 

number of unanswered questions".  Both these statements were followed by footage of debate 

participants offering alternative points than those put forward by Street and Davison.  Further, the 

introduction to the story alluded to the public divide on the topic by explicitly stating "Its been nine 

years since Parliament last debated a legislation that would allow legal euthanasia in New Zealand - 

then it was voted down but by a very slim margin, just 60 votes to 57." 

We consulted the reporter on your concerns and she states: 

The item was intended to examine Davison's personal motivation for  pursuing a law change, it was 

not intended to be a debate on whether there should be a law change. The story was linked to 

Davison's release from home detention that week, hence his ability to partake in a public debate and 

begin his campaigning. 

The item was not a general debate on the pros and cons of euthanasia. This is clearly evidenced by 

the fact that it focused largely on the personal experience of Sean Davison. While the issue is 

controversial, the story actually set out to provide an insight into Davison's decision to push for a law 



change, not whether that law change should occur. There was no discussion of either the homicide or 

culpability laws in New Zealand - but there were facts given as to the change in judges' sentencing 

over the last few years as cases continue to occur, as well as facts given as to the narrow margin by 

which the last law change attempt failed. These were balanced, factual and accurate statements. 

The complainant also alleges that the public debate shown had only a very brief (a few seconds) 

comment from an unnamed speaker opposed to euthanasia who was being jeered at by some in the 

audience. The complainant must have turned the volume up very loud to hear the brief laughter (one 

second in total). The debate was held in the Colquhoun Lecture Theatre in Dunedin, which can seat 

312 people. On this night, many more people were sitting on the stairways, as well as tucked around 

a corner by the entrance. This is where our camera was, and it is the sound of an entirely different 

conversation that the camera has picked up, hence the laughter during the speaker's speech. It was 

not jeering, and it is only slightly noticeable if one turns up the volume to full. It is a technical - albeit 

unfortunate - consequence of having to move the camera around the room, and film near members 

of the audience who were not paying attention to the speech at that point. The debate was shown 

only because of Sean's participation, and the opponent's view was a general illustration that it was a 

debate of more than one viewpoint. The short section of speech was not intended to provide the 

basis for the opposing argument against legalising euthanasia or assisted dying. 

 It is understandable the complainant's strong Christian beliefs would have a strong influence on his 

anti-euthanasia position, and he is not the only one. The fact the bill only narrowly missed being 

passed in 2003 is proof both sides of the argument feel very strongly about whether assisted dying 

should be legalised. But this story was not the basis for presenting an argument either for or against 

any law change. It was the personal story of Sean Davison, coupled with the timely announcement 

that Maryan Street is drafting a piece of legislation to allow assisted dying. 

We support the reporter's comments and the validity of the story that went to air.  Overall, we 

consider that most viewers would have had a public interest in Mr Davison's experience and point of 

view, and would have understood that his is only one element and voice in a much wider debate.  

We therefore find that a breach of this standard has not occurred. 

The Standards Committee has not identified any breach of the relevant standards and accordingly 

declines to uphold your complaint. If you are not happy about this decision you have the right in 

accordance with Section 7(3) of the Broadcasting Act 1989 to refer your complaint to the 

Broadcasting Standards Authority, ( P.O. Box 9213 , Wellington , www.bsa.govt.nz) for the purpose 

of an investigation and review. You have 20 working days after receipt of this email to exercise this 

right of referral.  

Kind regards, 

Quinta Wilson, 

For the MediaWorks Standards Committee 
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