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Comments towards Screen Australia’s Draft Statement of Intent 2008/09

These are some notes from THE PICTURE TANK to add to discussion with some observations and some ideas:
by

Dee McLachlan / Andrea Buck
September 26, 2008

SOME OBSERVATIONS (mainly focused on feature films):
1) The marketplace is paying less and less for films; while the Producer Offset encourages bigger budgets. It  rewards “expenditure”, is budget inflationary
, and does not adequately accommodate for low budget films
;  
2) There is no incentive in the proposed new landscape for a viable commercial model of experienced producers making a slate of low (under $1M) films, financed by the private sector.  Lowering the threshold, or (re)-  introducing a tax advantage to investors for films that do not access/ are below the rebate are possibilities of remedy.  The new intentions are to empower producers and encourage commercial accountability/ independence. The notion of the only low budget films to be made being those that are financed by Screen Australia is counter to the entrepreneurial spirit.  
3) A film has the highest chance of success made for the smallest budget with the biggest cast possible – while the Producer Offset caps above-the-line to 20% which is a hurdle to adopting the most proven method of creating marketability of a film ie cast cast cast.
4) Filmmakers with a net first-dollar recoupment position  create the greatest incentives towards commercial success. 
5) The application process is ‘resource heavy’ – from man-hours in application and assessing –  even to the paper used. The Rebate model is complicated and expensive. Simplifying wherever possible will benefit filmmakers, projects and our industry (though perhaps not the accountants and lawyers). Complexity is government determined, but we can have a voice and intention towards putting dollars where they count.
6) A highly creative, innovative and commercially sustainable industry is not achieved by rigidity; but rather flexibility and ability to respond quickly to changing market trends and market feedback.

7) There is an Australian audience stigma against Australian feature films (and some TV).  As discussed we will need to win audiences back over the next 5 to 10 years to secure much more than the present 4% of the box office
. 

8) Filmmakers are generally not focused on or engaging with (their) audiences
; 

9) Creating a strong “Brand Australia’ should include engagement with filmmakers. Films that have the potential to promote our industry internationally should be supported to do so.
10) The (funding) processes are not geared to ‘fast track’ projects and many films become ‘dated’ by the many years it takes from concept to screen; 
11) Traditional distribution for independent films is failing commercially the world over. It seems advantageous to be considering or encouraging innovative distribution strategies.

12) What about this: 

Independence Days: Maverick filmmaking enters the AFI Awards:
 
A new breed of feature films is competing in this year’s AFI Awards. Often self-funded, independently distributed and shot on digital formats, these films embody a new ethos. Can’t get government financing? Find other ways of raising funds. Can’t get a distributor? Do it yourself, one cinema at a time. It’s a hard road to travel, and certainly not one that’s paved with gold. But the results are often astonishing. Here we look at some of the emerging trends, revealing how filmmakers apply their creativity, not only to scripts, sound-scapes and camera angles, but to balance sheets, investment models and marketing campaigns. These are the new mavericks and we celebrate their innovation and determination.

And …  there is a “a big impetus for a new push for independent distribution, Film Art Media's Sue Maslin says. "I do think there is a real new wave … but for an Australian audience you've got to go back to strategic marketing for niche audiences and spend the right amount of money," she says ... The film industry remains split on whether small to medium-budgeted Australian films can be marketed in the same way as US films … traditional marketing methods (can) could be bypassed to great effect … 
"What (makes) the difference (is) targeted, niche marketing. Working out who your audience (is) and hunting them down. 

There seems to be a lot of energy in this area and a huge potential for a revival and re-invigoration of our industry – a good step towards “supporting and promoting the development of Screen Culture”
Is there room in the new model to support and encourage the notion of such film entrepreneur, engaged in their content from start to finish?
It feels like this new wave (note this includes 15 of the 25 films competing for AFI’s this year), where many of the films were made outside the traditional system and accessed 10BA may well be stopped in its tracks.
SOME more specific IDEAS 
A) CREATIVE EQUITY:  The objective: For producers and principals to participate in FIRST net recoupment dollar (to assist long-term sustainability). The producer offset is intended to do this 
, but it is costs driven and is NOT focused on either an audience or market response. It essentially rewards expenditure and bigger budgets. If however, the producer was getting a sizable slice of first net income - AUDIENCE RESPONSE to their product would become paramount. This suggestion is for Screen Australia and State funding bodies to generally accept the principal of “creative sweat equity” 
.  Thus:

(i)  Experienced creators, producers or cast could be credited with (equity) ‘points 
’ in exchange for not claiming their entire reasonable fees
,
(ii)  A film that would normally be budgeted at - say $6 million might be made for $4.5M, and this might
(iii)  Lead to more films being green-lit, and maybe more films recouping, 
(iv)  Producers would become more diligent in contracting more favourable deals with distributors and sales agents, 

(v)  It would encourage a proactive approach to finding niche audiences, and would provide the incentive to follow through – promoting their films into the marketplace more aggressively, and

(vi)  Should potentially lead to greater SUSTAINABILITY (for producers).
I’m sure a balanced approach to creative equity, producer offset and cash equity could be calibrated to make deals and budgets work in a more commercially aggressive way.
B) DATA BASE AND APPLICATIONS: Online applications plus the limiting of paper.  What could greatly assist also is a database for companies and individual profiles (to be updated by the applicant) used by all funding bodies across Australia. Thus only the specific details of any application would be emailed, and the assessors of applications could (password) log into the company profiles to review history, credits, projects etc.  This could be efficient and ‘green’.
C) TEST SCREENING: Proposal: An automatic - say $5,000 (TV, doc or pilot) 7,500 - 10,000 (Fea) for ANY completed film applying to gain assistance for test screenings and something towards possible edit corrections. At a guess many films go from cut to exhibition without a rigorous and honest audience response. This could help filmmakers engage from HONEST responses (and not in-house industry audiences). Many films can benefit from a “quick edit fix”
. This is about empowering the filmmaker (alongside the local distributor).

D) ADMINISTRATION EXPENDITURE: The industry could benefit if legal, bonding and delivery methodology was investigated and to also attempt to simplify and create more efficient contracting processes. 

E) INDEPENDENT LOW BUDGET FUND: 
(This suggestion in addition to a non-interference method of supporting and encouraging low-budget production)
The present processes favour mid to higher range budgets (and this is fine). However low budget films internationally have found a market, in some cases make huge returns; they assist careers and allow for experimentation.  Systems should be in place to encourage vibrant low budget production in Australia (below and around $1 million). Funding in the order of $150 - 400,000 to make the $500,000 plus film – but limit bonding, admin and reporting to almost nil. If one or more of these falls over and is not delivered – so what. The quality projects will find the market and additional support. Suggestion: Put $4 - 5 million aside (across Australia) for say 10 - 15 low budget projects each year.  Put an independent pier board of 4 - 5 people (with producing, directing, writing, distributing credits) to assess and green-light these projects. Change the board each year to avoid cronyism (or style choices) and should be eligible to experienced talent. There should be focus on encouraging and MIXING experienced and new talent together on these projects. The cost to administer this would be relatively low. This will increase overall production and keep creators creating between TV and larger pictures. And some gems should emerge.
F) SCRIPT LOTTERY:  It is suggested here that there be script lottery rounds – say 2 treatments (@ $ 10,000) 2 un-produced writers (@15,000) and 2 established writers (@$25,000) (A budget of $100,000 – as a trial).  In negating the cost of the several assessors reading hundreds of scripts, there would be savings in admin. It may very well foster bold and fearless writing (as the random writer would not be answerable for his or her past, present of future creativity – except to deliver something). Un-produced writers to select a writing mentor. It would provide an open playing field without preconceptions and provide diversity and be ‘free from readers bias’
.
To also consider:

G) PROJECT  & APPLICATION DIVERSITY: For commercial success in the new marketplace, projects need to be ‘content rich’ (for example a project could possibly consist of a feature film, a doco, a range of cross media and even a game). The application process and incentives (including producer off-set) will need to adapt to encourage this project expansion and diversity.  Maybe more cross-pollination in the funding and application process would encourage richer and more commercially viable projects.

The world is moving towards ‘content’ delivered across multiple platforms; not just as marketing support, but true alternative aspects of the same story. The new models are still traditionally geared to separation of form. Ie is it a TV series? Or a feature? Or a cross platform project? What if it is all those things?

Can we look at financing for an entire ‘project’ that catches all forms?
H) PROMOTION RESPONSE:  To find more mechanisms to quickly support any film or project that is proving successful - so that companies can take advantage and respond to the rapidly changing marketplace - to advance that success (which also advances the industry).

I) BOX OFFICE INCENTIVE: To consider alternative kinds of funding assistance based on revenue / box office / or success with reaching audiences for producing teams or companies. This would reward quality and success for when that applicant (team) is putting their next project together. For example: The producing team or company might be eligible for – say a 10% GAP FINANCING loan (from the funding bodies) to assist putting their next deal together. 
J) AUSTRALIAN MARKETING REBATE: This could work along similar lines to the 50% export grant. A 50% rebate for Australian producers (directors, cast and writers) to market and promote their projects in Australia. Maximum of say $25,000 for an annual $50,000 spend or $10,000 (for an individual). Not applicable to major distribution companies. This would encourage producers and cast to fly around the country promoting their films, to self-advertise their films in Australian festivals (especially if they do not have distribution attached) and do Q&A’s etc. This is an incentive about encouraging and helping creators financially so they promote and engage with audiences.

(This is coming out of left field and will probably stay there)
K) FUNDING FLYBYS:  To reward critical excellence and commercial success by accruing – say FILM VICTORIA or SCREEN AUSTRALIA FUNDING BANK POINTS or what I suggest as FUNDING FLYBYS.  Something like frequent flyer miles - a producer or writer could accrue “funding points” with an agency – that can be redeemed on a project of his or her choice. Say every award, nomination, festival, ratings, Q&A, screen average and specifically recoupment and territory sales could be given a point (and dollar) value to equate to producer or writer FUNDING FLYBYS (to a maximum yearly limit).  A simple formula could be established and checked when the company or producer redeems points. So for example when 11,000 points are accrued they can apply (with limited questions asked) to use this $11,000 for a screenwriter, purchase of an option or for making a behind the scenes doco etc.
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� It was noted at Mindshift that in general - Australian budgets are already inflated. 


� Many financial institutions claim that producer offset is only worthwhile for films of $4million plus.


� I don’t think this perception is going to be fixed by the occasional hit, but more by a consistency of good stories leading to diverse and surprising entertainment.  


� KENNY’S success is a great example of audience engagement. There are also only a few Australian creators who have made their product into “brands” 


� There is also the possibility that many producers will have to give away much of their offset to other risk adverse stakeholders on a project.


� Not referring to deferments – which are ‘delayed fees’. Sweat equity is an investment. And from my limited equity raising experience, most investors accept this principal.


� This is not referring to the usual participation in producers ‘profit points’.


� The question of fees as percentages in budgets is discussed in the Connolly paper. Many producers (especially directors) work on a fees based on ‘weeks’ – whereas they are in fact working in ‘years’.


� Robert Connolly mentioned at Mindshift the 20 minutes cut from THE BANK after testing. On THE JAMMED after we had been rejected from several festivals – we cut 7 minutes from the film in a few hours - to better results.


� For example: One script per legitimate writer per round (sent on CD) to be chosen from a barrel at the writers conference and/or other functions. 








