COMMENTS on the Screen Australia’s DRFT STATEMENTOF INTENT

By OSCAR SCHERL

Producer / Executive Producer

Overview Observations:

In principle I welcome the two main elements of the new regime, that of the ‘Producer Offset’ and the ‘Screen Australia’ structure for Australian producers. However, the Draft SOI overlooks a number of vital points, which were advocated by the previous Minister for the Arts and the current Minister for the Arts. There are of course, a number of practical matters of concern to the industry. 

A) The previous Minister for the Arts, Senator George Brandis mentioned at the outset (in his press release, etc.) that the Producer Offset system would greatly enhance the business viability of ‘professional’ producers, and again attract private investors to the industry. I see little possibilities of either of these predictions. The viability of producers is already severely undermined by the ‘sharks’ making outrageous and costly upfront financial proposals against the Rebate of a film, just to get a film funded. That in itself would be a handicap for any intending private investor, with or without incentives, to participate, after all ‘what’s in it for me’?

B) Our current Minister, Peter Garret, requests in his Statement of Expectations, ‘take active steps to secure revenue from sources other than Government in order to increase the revenue base for Screen Australia’. Again I see no indications in the Draft SOI that there will be any action taken in that regard. (To be fair to Screen Australia, they have no one experienced enough to undertake such a venture, besides it is not really in their interest to promote private investment, which in the long run would erode their position, and they are after all now the ‘only game’ in the country). 

My proposal is that a small separate entity (call it Australian Screen Resources if you will) operates under DEWHA to again introduce private investment. This can be done by active promotion of the industry to restore a good name for the industry, which, not by the industry’s own doing, has been severely damaged by characters of ill repute. Then, most importantly, again provide controlled tax incentives for investors! 

C) It is my perception, that the Draft SOI still concentrates on the many up and coming so called producers, while at the same time the professional producer with experience behind them, has little hope of assistance to become viable over a longer term.

(I should say that this is my prediction rather than what is indicated in the Draft SOI, since the staff of Screen Australia will favor, as they have in the past, the new-comers). Non-existing is the word, Executive Producer. In the independent Australian industry an EP’s work is not that of a US Studio or TV executive. (I have experience of the limited bureaucratic view by the AFC, and it still exists, by making an application under the professional assistance scheme and signing the application as EP. Got flatly rejected because I signed as EP, although my CV states that I have produced as well as raised finance for 23 major film projects). Industry experienced committees or managers are needed, to take a more flexible position throughout Screen Australia. Especially now, with the amazing amount of bureaucracy, one only needs to look at the operational chart of Screen Australia to send the head spinning. The ‘producer’ is suddenly confronted with a mountain of forms to fill in, compliances, no concept of business, and no idea how to put together or finance a project. An industry experienced EP can take away much of this work, to give the producer time to be creative with his/her team.    

In short, yes we should foster new talent, but currently there is too much emphasis on up and coming industry ‘apprentices’, (recently I read somewhere, that in Victoria alone there are some 180 industry courses), with no where for them to go at the end of there studies, but to make, (for a few) yet another short film. More emphasis on the individual experienced producer, the middle ground, otherwise they will disappear, along with the newcomers. 

Private investors are essential for the long-term viability of the industry, and market research together with a structure to involve the public (viewer) for input of what they would like to see, not what producers ‘feel’ they want to make. 

Practical Observations.

a) Screen Australia’s documentation, budget forms and contracts should consider that other stakeholders, and private investors can be accommodated. (Not like under the 10BA days when ‘true’ private investment could not be accommodated).

b) Adopt a business approach to budgeting of proposals, that is to be flexible, not insisting that every element of a budget is cast in stone, better still, adopt a fixed amount of investment, in a particular project which Screen Australia is prepared to invest in and let the experienced producer work within that framework, and provide if necessary, an in the field independent mentors / consultant to oversee the production. 

c) As part of the marketing process, let the public preview completed films before they are locked down for distribution.

d) Great to see emphasis on marketing, and taking a wider view of distribution, especially with the possibilities of accessing new technologies. 

e) There should be less reliance on technicalities and bureaucracy, (have one internal project representative guide a producer through the maze of requirements); the producer and creative personal can only make good films if there is greater concentration on the content and marketability, rather the endless chase of paperwork. 

I am happy to enlarge on any aspect of my suggestions.

Oscar Scherl

Producer / EP / Consultant

