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C,T n, that in his efforts to get The Secret Policeman wﬂhdrawn, Chief C(m.c.tah]c
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dd's most petulant shot across the bows was the lthreat that the police would
?ithdraw their co-operation from the BBC's Crimewatch Uk (Observer, 26
Qctober 2003).

Crimewatch UK
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The threat of the police retracting their support for Crimewatch UK was
deemed significantly shocking to make headline news in the week following
the transmission of The Secret Policeman, attesting to the place of Crimewatch
in the television establishment and in the cultural identity of Britain. Stil] -
after 30 years of transmission - pulling in audience shares of 17-18 per cent
(around 4 million viewers), the show uses both dramatic reconstructions and
surveillance footage of crimes to try to gain information from the public.
Crimewatch is frequently singled out as being a significant contributor to false
ideas about offending and victimization, and its format adheres closely to the
'news values’ (discussed in Chapter 2} which skew public ideas about crime.
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The formula of Crimewatch UK has remained virtually unaltered since jt first
aired in 1984. There are three or four reconstructions, usually of very serigys
crimes such as murder, armed robbery or rape; a segment which reveals CCTV
footage of offenders with an appeal to anyone who can identify them to come
forward; photographs of suspects whose names are known, but whose where-
abouts are not; and updates on cases previously featured ~ a device that has
the three-fold purposes of congratulating the audience for helping to secure
convictions, making them feel absolutely integral to the show, and further giv-
ing the (inaccurate) impression that Crimewatch is largely responsible for
solving serious crimes in the UK. There have been only three significant
changes in content since the first broadcast nearly three decades ago. First, th
show has come to rely increasingly on CCTV footage, which is more commd
and of better quality than was the case in the 1980s. Accordingly, stills and
moving images from CCTV cameras form a much greater part of each P
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(Guardian, 3 September 1990)

But it is precisely this ‘journalistic sense’ that concerns many. Schlesinger and

rthergi " Tumber reflect on the fine line between documentary and drarfla} that the pro-
ibkl|  gramme makers have to tread, and the remarks of the show's original producer,
nifizx | Peter Chafer, that the empbhasis is firmly on the former rather than the latter
st
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steadfast adherence to a tried-and-tested formula that concentrates on the
most violent and serious crimes, such as murder and rape, perpetrated on the
most vulnerable victims; young women, girls and elderly women.

The preoccupation with danger, risk, fear, reassurance and retribution
which underpins the reconstructed cases on Crimewatch UK, and the pleasyre
with which those emotions are experienced by the audience, inevitably rajses
ethical questions regarding victims’ rights and the feelings of bereaved fam;.
lies. Actors' dialogue is frequently used to convey a sense of reality ang
encourage the viewing public to empathize with the victim, but it might be
construed as titillating and taking unnecessary liberties with the truth, The
BBC .is a public service broadcasting company, but it still operates in a com.
mercial environment and must produce attention-grabbing television in order

to attract audiences. Barry Irving, then Director of the Police Foundation,
alluded to this tension when he remarked:

suspens

* ent/ »
and exciter it could be argue

’ 'dnd



( POLICE, OFFENDERS AND VICTIMS IN THE MEDIA ‘|83W
- 1

igned to encourage viewers' inquisitiveness and maximize their

favourite tactic to try and keep viewers watching this thirty-year-

old programme is to include 'mew’ information about ongoing, unsolved but

highly newsworthy crimes. For instance, in 2014, both the Madeleine McCann
inquiry and the ongoing investigation into the disappearance of York University
chef, Claudia Lawrence, have been featured on Crimewatch, seven years and
five years respectively aiter they went missing. On the days following each
broadcast, the new revelations brought to us by the Crimewatch team were, them-
selves, headline news items (e.g. 'Claudia Lawrence: Crimewatch appeal leads to
"hugely significant” Jead in hunt for missing chef’ Mirror, 20 March 2014.
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Crimewatching victims

Another innovation is the use of home video footage, showing the victim in

‘happier times'. Like all photographic images, video footage speaks of a moment
frozen in time, but may be all the more compelling because - to borrow a phrase
from Paul Willis (1982: 78] it gives us 'real, solid, warm, moving, and acting bod-
ies in actual situations’. Moving images of murder victims in the prime of life,
smiling, laughing, fooling around for the camera, are particularly poignant
reminder of the fragility of life. A common device used to convey the wider
impact of fatal crimes is the ‘triangulation’ of presenter, victim and victim's

close relative (Jermyn, 207" 185). In an openly emotional interview pereaved
A O i laroe photograph of



