Screen wars over
BB(C’s early launch

for new supersoap

ITV PROMISED to hit back today by
competing head-on with the BBC’s new
£10 million supersoap Eldorado, which
will by launched on 6 July.

The summer debut for the sun and
sangria soap is a full two months ear-
lier than scheduled by the BBC, but ITV
chiefs said today that the autumn start
had always been a decoy.

The BBC said that actors and produc-
ers had worked overtime at the show’s
massive set on the Costa del Sol in a bid
to catch ITV off-guard with an early
launch.

BBC1 controller Jonathan Powell

said today: “The cast only arrived in -

Spain on 24 April. They have done an
incredible job to get this ready in a mat-
ter of months.”

He said the soap would have a better
chance of establishing itself over the
summer than in the traditional autumn
season for new launches.

And he hoped Eldorado, which re-
places Terry Wogan’s thrice weekly
chat show, will knock Coronation
Street from the top of the ratings.

Powell said: “This is the boldest and
biggest idea anybody has ever at-
tempted in the history of British
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popular television. It reflects a broad a
broad vista of our lives for a decade to
come.”

But ITV programme controllers have
laid plans to hit back by competing head
to head to stifle Eldorado at birth. One
member of the ITV strategy group said
today: “We have known for weeks that
the autumn launch date was merely a
decoy. EastEnders crept past us and
turned into a hit without us responding
properly. We are not going to let that
happen again.”

The BBC has hired some of the most
successful talent in the business in an
effort to guarantee the show’s success.
EastEnders creators Julia Smith and
Tony Holland will work alongside pro-
ducer Verity Lambert, whose credits in-
clude Minder, Rumpole of the Bailey
and GBH.

Previews of two of the earliest com-
pleted episodes suggest it will live up
hfu]ly to its sex, sun and sangria launch

ype.

Kathy Pitkin, a 16-year-old model from
Cheshire, plays a dizzy schoolgirl bride

and Smith makes full use of the show’s
Euro credentials to draw on a parade of
other young beauties from Spain and
Scandinavia. :

But for all the brave talk of a new era
for soap — working titles Little Eng-
land and Dun Roamin were rejected as
too insular — the strongest influence
appears to be EastEnders. The show
has its own Dirty Den-style villain,
played by Jesse Birdsall, and a Dot
Cotton-like busybody whose trade mark
is a pair of spy glasses.

However, Smith is adamant that El-
dorado is much more than Albert
Square crossed with the blue skies
made familiar by the Australian soaps,
Neighbours and Home and Away, and
is spiced with a few bursts of foreign
languages.

The BBC has been attacked for con-

- structing a village from scratch, rather

than using a film set or shooting in an
existing settlement.

But Powell said: “At £10 million per
year, it worked out at less than £70,000
per episode, which is exactly in line
with programmes like EastEnders and
Coronation Street. Constructing the vil-
lage was a one-off cost of £1.5 million.”



