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Section: TV CURRENTS
CURBING KIDS' TV APPETITE 
Is children's programming--already bloated with ads for unhealthy foods and at the center of a highly charged political debate about wildly profitable licensing deals for cartoon characters--the problem behind or the solution to the issue of childhood obesity?

That question haunts Viacom's Nickelodeon, the dominant network in the kids arena, which is spending $30 million this year on its latest multimedia public affairs outreach project, "Let's Just Play Go Healthy Challenge," a partnership it forged with the William J. Clinton Foundation and the American Heart Association.

Childhood obesity is real. And so is Nick's stake in the fray. According to published reports, the network reaps about $200 million in licensing agreements for its cartoon characters. So while you can applaud Nick for its social largesse, you've got to wonder if there's more going on behind the scenes.

Just this past January the Washington-based Center for Science in the Public Interest threatened to file a lawsuit against Viacom and Kellogg to stop them from marketing junk food to young children. CSPI Litigation Director Steve Gardner said the advocacy group is now in settlement discussions with Kellogg and has not yet begun discussions with Viacom. No lawsuit has been filed.

CSPI's Mr. Gardner is familiar with Nick's "Let's Just Play" efforts and called them "North of bupkis."

Perhaps he's being glib and underestimating the reach of television. On April 30 at 8:30 p.m. (ET) Nick aired its 30-minute commercial-free kickoff episode of "Let's Just Play," a five-month miniseries documenting the lives of four real kids' struggles to get healthy. "Let's Just Play" has many related components and pushes viewers to a Web site and community action programs.

Over the next five months Nick will track the kids' progress in 12-minute segments that are telecast once a month. The final episode tells kids to turn off their TV sets Sept. 30 and go out and play. Given how little hype there was, the 30-minute PSA-styled "Let's Just Play" premiere did amazingly well in Nielsen Media Research overnight ratings from major markets.

Among viewers ages 6 to 11, the show earned a 4.1 rating; with tweens, the 9 to 14 demo, it got a 3.7 rating; and among the 2 to 11 demo it got a 2.8, according to the network. The show's Web site garnered 40,000 unique viewers and 130,000 page views within two days after the program was telecast, according to the network.

But the effort should and could be better. Nick needs to ramp up the televised component. Why not make it a weekly destination series like the most successful reality-based television programs such as CBS's "Survivor," a show that engages viewers?

I'm not alone in my thinking. Dr. John Livingstone, a child and adolescent psychiatrist and clinical professor at the Harvard Medical School, viewed the "Let's Just Play" premiere too. Two years ago he formed Child Health and Media Laboratories, an alternative approach that offers parents guidance on safe TV viewing that's based on health standards rather than arbitrarily determined television categories. He did not find "Let's Just Play" engaging, though he applauded Nick's attempt to tackle the problem.

He cited a "Happy Days" episode in which its wildly popular bad-boy icon, "The Fonz," got a library card. That episode actually spurred thousands of children to get their own card.

Nick's televised PSAs are only a small part of a much larger program, reminds Marva Smalls, executive VP of public affairs and chief of staff for Viacom's Nickelodeon, Nick at Nite, TV Land and Noggin, the latter being a commercial-free service for preschoolers.

"We chose to opt in and be a part of the solution," she said, referring to the company's $30 million overall investment in educating the public about child obesity. "We are committed to positive solutions about product disclosures from our advertisers and engage our partners in better labeling practices."

For example, while advocacy groups like CSPI attack Nick for licensing its SpongeBob SquarePants figure to a Keebler cookie product that has 11/2 grams of trans fat per serving, Nick can point to other, healthier alliances Nick has established for SpongeBob, who will also appear on Grimmway Carrots and Boskovich spinach.

For Ms. Smalls, TV is just the first national step to grease the skids for a grass-roots battle on childhood obesity. I commend the company's efforts. To date Nick has contributed some $1.2 million to local schools and community group to provide exercise equipment and get resources back into school communities where government cutbacks have drained resources, she said, pointing out that most schools no longer have mandatory physical education classes due to government cutbacks, which have also taken their toll on school lunch programs.

She'll also tell you that at Nick, all commercials adhere to voluntary guidelines issued by a national self-regulatory body called the Children's Advertising Review Unit. But advocacy groups complain that CARU lacks teeth. If the dispute lands in court, CSPI would seek damages of $25 per violation per ad for unfair or deceptive advertising, per CARU guidelines. But that's not likely, even CSPI attorneys acknowledge, saying CSPI prefers to settle out of court.

Not surprisingly, the president of Chicago-based American Center for Children and Media, David Kleeman, likes Nick's approach because it is not one-dimensional but, instead, rallies grass-roots projects. It's not a lobbying group. "It's easy to point the finger at media that may play a role in childhood obesity, but there's almost nothing in the research that would suggest causation," Mr. Kleeman said.

All this is alarming chatter about the children of America. And there's more. The American Heart Association's Dr. Stephen Daniels, who serves on the advisory board working with Nick, said that Type 2 diabetes, which usually affects overweight adults, is now on the rise with kids. And he says the prognosis is grim, that they will not achieve the life expectancy of their parents. Think about that, kid programmers, when you make your next licensing deal.

~~~~~~~~

By Marianne Paskowski

Marianne Paskowski can be reached at mpcable@aol.com or by phone at 508-255-1901.
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