COMMENTS ON SCREEN AUSTRALIA’S DRAFT STATEMENT OF INTENT.

Support and promote a highly creative, innovative, commercially sustainable film industry and the development of screen culture and motherhood. Fine words, and I’m sure not new ones. So what is going to be fundamentally different about Screen Australia that will make it succeed where its bureaucratic forerunners failed?
And what is culture? Who defines it? Bureaucratic elites, pokie playing mums, ethnic fruitgrowers, teenage road racers? There are many cultures in Australia. Are any but the first category to sit on boards of this funding body? I doubt it. I would suggest that Australian culture is should be defined as broadly as possible i.e. as anything made by residents of this country – as for co-pros, they’re going to have to be in there too. Don’t Bali and East Timor and Vietnam have a place in our culture? The term culture is antiquated and meaningless and should be consigned to history.

As an independent Australian filmmaker with several shorts and one feature (no  government funding) under my belt, I would like to note some thoughts in my areas of interest.

1. Bureaucracy and Film Funding

There is no viable Australian Film Industry. There is only a viable Australian Film Bureaucracy. 

Out of the 419 features made in this country with funding body involvement, 19 have turned some sort of a profit. The maximum amount of profit of these was around A$8M for one or two of those.

The big successes such as Mad Max and Crocodile Dundee were made without bureaucratic involvement.

I believe the reason for this is, that persons overseeing funding of movies in this country have no stake in the outcomes of their decisions. Thus the FFC board for example could administer several years of financially failing feature production without one head rolling.

It is my belief that film funding should be administered by a neutral office such as the ATO, and that there should be no film bureaucracy at all. (Tax reform and discussions of the deficiencies of 10BA and how to fix that model would take up a large space not available here)  Professor Bruno Frey Chairman Institute for Empirical Research in Economics University of Zurich pointed out in Arts and Economics: Analysis and Cultural Policy (2000) “that government handouts are probably a less effective way of providing aid to the arts than indirect support through tax incentives and copyright legislation”.  Since the bureaucratic empire has already been built however, I am sure it will continue ad infinitum and we are stuck with this failed model. 

Therefore I suggest with regard to making the Australian Film Industry viable:

Since there is no way to tie decision making to outcomes in bureaucratic structures, decision making should be restricted to non-content areas.

Past failures have been due to the ‘house style’ of the funding bodies, where board members fund only intellectually snobbish projects that they themselves would feel comfortable championing at dinner parties. (contrast the popularity of Ozploitation films made under 10BA)
2. Working with others.

I hope Screen Australia puts a lot of effort into streamlining the various programs of the various state bodies and itself, because at present it’s a complete mess.

An acquaintance of mine is developing a project with what used to be the AFC. The script was funded for a first draft early this year, but due to inefficiencies of the assessment process (over 6 weeks in turnaround) was made to miss the next round of funding, and thus cannot apply for second draft funding until February 09. That is one draft per year! The suggested solution from the bureaucracy was to go to Film Victoria and see what they could do. Viable? I don’t think so.

I had some script development money for a project I was developing with a now successful and famous young woman director. But when we had got the script in shape, and we asked for assistance in finding a producer, there was no help forthcoming, as script development is a separate stream.

It seems to me that instead of various stream for script development etc, that each project be a stream of its own. A project could then be overseen through script development to production to marketing of the finished film by one bureaucrat each project. That bureaucrat should get a title on the project and be publicly accountable for its success or failure.

4. Marketing and Distribution

Having made a feature and organised to take my film to market. I applied to the AFC marketing division for a travel grant to the Cannes Film Festival. I was told that there is no way to get any marketing assistance for a finished film!  One can only market future projects. This strikes me as an Orwellian use of language. I would hope Screen Australia has a clearer head.

3. Enterprise Investment.

I would like to be reassured that this scheme is not just another instance of corporate welfare. An aim to grow larger, better resourced production houses to make audience focussed projects sounds admirable. But shouldn’t that be left to the marketplace, ie the audience? This brings me back to the best way to assist production houses. Are bureaucrats really needed to grow production houses? Or would appropriate tax breaks such  as are applied to primary production be a better way to go. 

Is there a reason we don’ have a government organization called Farm Australia where farmers go and apply for grants to plant certain crops etc? 

4. Project by Project

If projects of all genres are to be funded for development, who are the selectors, and will they answerable to the public? (ie their name affixed to the project all the way through)

If projects are to be development funded to the point of having the ‘perfect’ script, what happens next? In the past, the answer was, mainly nothing.  Matching funding then with producers, investors and distributors sounds like a step in the right direction – see my comments in 3.

5. Games and media

The only viable ‘visual content’ industry in Australia is not even addressed in Screen Australia’s mission statement. Ten times more games are seen on screens in Australia than movies. That industry’s absence in Screen Australia’s charter suggests that the old fashioned and sluggish are still firmly in command of the new organization. Prove me wrong.

And the internet? YouTube… Just don’t see any notion of this tsunami of free content in the bureaucratic model.  Are Screen Australia going to help young creatives in this arena? I don’t think so. 

Under the new regime it is still not possible to get producer offset funding on a movie designed for DVD release. The happy sound of celluloid clattering through projectors is the only thing the bureaucrats want to hear. 

Movies are now able to be projected straight from computer hard drives onto any screen. Even Hollywood blockbusters are made on digital cameras. So why does good old 19th century technology still have to be an essential non-negotiable delivery item for the Australian film bureaucrats? Why does a release in a hired cinema have to be the criterion for funding? Because the people administering the funding bodies cannot, no, will not, move with the times.

6. The future

I live in hope of a land where government funding for media projects is on a level playing field, where the questionable taste of some elitist or even plebian bureaucrat is excised from the decision of thumbs up or thumbs down.  


Where filmmakers who put their own money and efforts into making movies and games are supported no matter what club they do or do not belong to.  

Where enterprise is rewarded, but big enterprise is not rewarded by taxpayers in lieu of markets.

I look forward to Screen Australia’s involvement in financially successful film projects where their success is measured by return on investment. And where producers can recoup a reasonable amount of this. 

I look forward to audiences having entertaining choices in Australian films, rather than staying away in droves from worthy fare. 

But then, I’m a Pollyanna.
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