Response to draft Statement of Intent

Tom Zubrycki

…”It is proposed that all projects requiring production finance be grouped under one production financing group.  These projects would include all eligible screen content formats as well as the traditional categories of feature films, documentaries (including  those commissioned through the national interest program), TV drama and children’s programs. “

It’s not clear from this statement whether Screen Australia favours separate branches for each genre.  If that’s the case, and if there is a documentary branch, then the actual decision-making structure needs to carefully considered. A hierarchical structure would vest an inordinate amount of power with the head of the Branch.  This would not be tolerated by the documentary community. 

“The Producer Offset scheme provides major new opportunities for producers both to finance and to retain equity in productions.  Screen Australia needs to reinforce this principle with programs that aim to grow larger, better resourced production houses able to undertake a portfolio of audience focussed projects over time.  In this way screen businesses would be in a stronger position to present projects to the market place and more capable of developing Australian professional talent.”

I disagree with the ideas expressed here.  I believe strongly in diversity. It must be recognised that the industry does not comprise a few small of large production houses – one in each capital city.  Instead, there are a myriad of production models – from 6 people down to the solo operator.  They are the lifeblood of the industry allowing different styles and perspectives to emerge.  Small production entities MUST also be allowed to develop sustainable businesses. Conglomeration is not beneficial to the industry, and won’t necessarily lead to better films. 

Large production house might develop professional talent, but are they the best at developing emerging talent?  My opinion is that they are not.  Commercial imperatives dictate a large turnover of projects. Nurturing emerging filmmakers on one-off projects and new talent will, by definition, take a low priority. Screen Australia should retain and expand its important role in developing professional talent.

Script development should definitely remain an important component of the Agency. I could not possibly ever envisage experienced documentary filmmakers going to larger production houses and trading in their copyright in exchange for development funds. Certainly not in my case.
“…Screen Australia is giving consideration to revising the management of the existing National Interest Program and History Initiative from an executive production to commissioning editor model with a higher level of responsibility being transferred to the production industry.”

I wholeheartedly agree with this move. This will be a relief for the independent production sector. The NIP has up till now been administered via a production company model. This made it an inefficient organization.  The budget levels were over-inflated because of the necessity of factoring overheads. The EP structure was unnecessary given that the editorial relationship was essentially between the filmmaker and the broadcaster.  Removal of the EP model will mean that the total national Program could be spread more widely over a larger more diverse documentary production slate. It will also provide an opportunity for small and medium size documentary production houses to operate sustainable businesses.

In addition, I don’t believe the NIP should be exclusively driven by television pre-sales.  The fund should have more flexibility and also fully fund projects of particular cultural merit.

“….Consideration is being given to the development of advisory editorial committees consisting of major stakeholders, and relevant cultural experts, complemented by input from Screen Australia, to identify relevant themes that could be reflected in the eventual program output.”

This is a good idea. “Stakeholders” is a bit ambiguous. I would hope that individual independent producers/directors would be included under that category.

