PAGE  
4

[image: image1.jpg]



SPAA SUBMISSION TO SCREEN AUSTRALIA STATEMENT OF INTENT

30 September 2008

SPAA recognises that the Screen Australia document is a work in progress to be followed by in-depth consultations with the industry, therefore SPAA will keep its comments herewith to top level issues as identified by members and management, to be expanded upon in further discussions with the agency.  

 THE PRODUCER AS FACILITATOR

· SPAA believes that the primacy of the producer be recognised across all its future programs.  SPAA strongly supports Screen Australia’s commitment to enterprise development, and will outline its views on this program in further consultation.  

CONTINUING SUPPORT FOR PRODUCTION INVESTMENT 

· SPAA has concerns about direct subsidy being reduced to the agency before the Producer Offset has proven itself as a viable mechanism for growing businesses.  In the absence of any direct tax incentives for private investors, and given the low level of private investment in the industry and further, given the current global financial crunch, which is not conducive to risk-led investment, SPAA would advocate that production investment funding be maintained at existing levels plus indexing for the foreseeable future. This would be a transition mechanism to assist both the agency and the production industry to bridge the cultural and commercial changes that have ensued as a result of the introduction of the Producer Offset.   

CASHFLOWING THE PRODUCER OFFSET

· There is already strong evidence that commercial lenders are unwilling to strike deals for projects that require Producer Offset loans of less than $1.2m to $1.5m dollars.  SPAA would advocate that Screen Australia investigate two mechanisms as a matter of urgency: 

a) the provision of guarantees for the Producer Offset to cash flow lenders; and,

b) the provision of a revolving cash flow loan facility from Screen Australia consolidated revenue on favourable terms, to assist those projects that are unattractive to commercial lenders on the basis of their lower budget levels, i.e. low budget films, television series and documentaries in particular. This would also assist in keeping financial, legal and administrative costs of production commensurate with these lower production budget levels.  The loan facility should be available to all producers whether or not a project has Screen Australia investment.  

· It is unrealistic to expect the responsibility for Producer Offset cash flow to devolve to state agencies.  Not all agencies are going to offer cash flow facilities, and those that do will have very different criteria and lending requirements.  Practitioners in some states will be disadvantaged.  

PRODUCTION INVESTMENT CRITERIA

· In respect of funding criteria, SPAA expects to have significant input at the next, more detailed, stage of industry consultation.  It is important to state at the outset that funding criteria and funding administration should have at its core simplicity, flexibility and clarity.

· The interpretation of commercial, cultural and artistic merit is inevitably subjective.  The outcome should be a balanced and diverse slate that does not attempt to second-guess winners, a slate which is not hidebound by its own criteria, and a slate that avoids selection of ‘hybrid’ projects that attempt to mitigate risk.  Bold, challenging and entertaining projects that can engage an audience could be criteria to consider.  

· The definition of cultural remit in projects should be as wide as possible; there is already a definition enshrined in the Producer Offset guidelines as to Significant Australian Content

· The Statement of Intent suggests there should be one door for production funding applications – if this is so, there should be a number of clearly defined corridors a producer can choose to travel through in terms of main criteria, commercial, cultural and artistic.  

DEVELOPMENT AND PRODUCTION ASSESSMENT PROCESS

· SPAA believes that to ensure diversity of content production, there should be a balanced development slate across all genres in film and television. 

· SPAA supports the concept of outsourced development.

· Development assessment could still be done in-house by maintaining the calibre and expertise of the current project officers previously employed by the AFC in Melbourne, Sydney and Brisbane.  SPAA notes that the aggregated number of project officers from the AFC and the investment managers at the FFC is appropriate, and suitably lean for an organisation that takes in such volume.  

· For production investment evaluation, SPAA recommends the formation of an assessment panel comprising no less than 6 industry professionals across all genres.  Members of the panel would serve two year terms as an Assessment Committee, and receive sitting fees commensurate with the import of the task.  Conflict of interest declarations would be mandatory. The Committee would receive backgrounders and recommendations from Investment Managers based on content, team and deal structures.  They would then agree funding decisions up to an agreed amount, anything larger than that agreed figure to go to the Board.  

DOCUMENTARY

· SPAA has made strong representations on behalf of the documentary sector over the past two years with regard to Producer Offset provisions and also how NIP should be treated in the new agency.  Documentary members have expressed strong feelings that the old Film Australia Executive Producer model has no place in the new agency.  

· SPAA therefore recommends that a separate panel for NIP be constituted, which will take recommendations from documentary investment managers.  SPAA would strongly reject the notion of in-house commissioning editors at Screen Australia.  The primary relationships for all documentary funding should be between the producer, the investment manager and the broadcaster.  The investment managers should assist the producer to deliver on their broadcast commitments.  To be clear: the commissioning editor is the broadcaster, and the investment managers are an ally to the producer – an honest broker rather than an overseer running interference.  Other documentary investments and development loans should go to the main Assessment Committee on which would sit a documentary specialist who would also assist in the evaluation of other genres.  

OTHER MATTERS

· SPAA in principle supports the rewarding of success, and looks forward to engaging with Screen Australia in further discussion about benchmarks and triggers for such a program.  

· SPAA welcomes Screen Australia’s commitment to cross-platform development and production.  

· On draft-by-draft applications, Screen Australia should allow appropriate producer fees at least equivalent to writer/director fees to be factored in to development projects across all genres.

· Screen Australia should recognise the value of the TVC sector as not only content stakeholders, but the sector that provides a valuable training ground for emerging filmmakers.  TVC companies provide employment for directors, producers, cast, crew and the services and facilities sector.  Advertisers will increasingly be providing funding for different forms of content, and TVC companies will be participating in the creation and production of this content.  Funding mechanisms should recognise and encourage this. 

· Screen Australia must have national representation outside of Sydney and Melbourne.  

· SPAA strongly recommends that two individuals with backgrounds in television production and film distribution be appointed to the Board. 

