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Role and Function of BPO (Broadcasting Ethics & Program
Improvement Organization):
Government’s Supervision and Control and Freedom
of Speech in Japanese Broadcast

OKUMURA Nobuyuki *

Abstract: Japanese broadcasting has been under government control since 1952 when then Prime
Minister Shigeru Yoshida abolished the Radio Regulatory Commission, an independent
organization that was founded to protect freedom of speech in television and radio programs after
World War II. However, there has been little discussion of this problem until the 1990’s, after
Japan underwent economic downturn, the political dominance of the LDP (Liberal Democratic
Party) was terminated and the era of Internet and multi-media started. The BPO (Broadcasting
Ethics & Program Improvement Organization), a TV and radio programs watchdog organization,
has been preventing political intervention through demonstrating self-governing of broadcasters.
Originally founded in the late 1960’s when the government claimed that TV and radio programs
were helping the proliferation of juvenile delinquency, the organization has been sophisticated by
establishing its capability to deal with various problems on programs and authority to investigate
inside of those broadcasters, especially during the 1990’s and 2000’s after the LDP-ruled
government started to pursue a “trio of regulations” (Personal Information Protection Law, Human
Rights Protection Bill and Youth Detrimental Environment Measure Bill) to assert control over
contents of TV and radio, as public trust toward the broadcasting industry gradually suffered
owing to undermining ethics and over-commercialism. Despite its origin of autonomous function
within the broadcasting industry, significance of BPO has been multiplying even for the public
because it is considered the fairest and most balanced body to evaluate contents of programs for
strengthening against political pressures.

This essay discusses various measures to reinforce the capability of the BPO, mainly examining
the framework and achievements of the Committee for Investigation of Broadcasting Ethics, one
of its three committees. This committee is the newest and has the strongest investigative
competence as it was reinforced after one of the popular life-style variety shows from Kansai TV in
Osaka devastated the public trust by producing some stories which introduced tips for better diet
and health based on fabricated data and fake interviews; the committee is in a way the last resort

of the broadcasting industry to regain public support in order to protect freedom of speech in TV
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and radio programs against political pressures.

The author discusses various aspects, such as follows; 1) Qualification of committee members:
how to improve the institution for selecting, and if we could introduce a system how to recruit
BBC[pl (British Broadcasting Corporation) Trust members, 2) Possible efforts to establish criteria
to pick up cases: how to enhance its role from mediating and investigating into more proactive
and preventive, 3) Improvement of methods for program content analysis: a methodology of the
Project for Excellence in Journalism, a journalism watchdog organization in the United States that
could provide a good model for more accuracy of the analysis, and so on.

The discussion furthermore develops a preferable structure of supervising broadcast contents
while protecting freedom of speech by referring the idea of a “Japanese version of the FCC
(Federal Communication Commission)” which the current DPJ (Democratic Party of Japan)

administration is considering.

Keywords: BPO, Broadcasting Ethics & Program Improvement Organization, Committee for
Investigation of Broadcasting Ethics, BRC, Broadcast and Human Rights/Other
Related Rights Committee, Media Scrum, Third Party, Media Control,
Recommendation, Opinion, “Japanese Version of FCC”, Federal Communication

Commission



