Screen Australia submission: February 2009
This submission briefly covers aspects of ‘Marketing Support and Promotion’ currently under review, and also includes some suggestions for actions by Screen Australia and the wider industry.

Global developments in online promotion and distribution call for the immediate response of Australian industry players and government organisations, such as Screen Australia, to explore and exploit opportunities made available via new media.

While the internet remains under-utilised, misunderstood, or neglected by much of the film industry, Australian film makers and related industry miss vital opportunities in collaborations/joint productions, funding sources, creative promotional mechanisms, global distribution reach, and expanded revenue.

With 10% of global filmed entertainment moving online by 2010
 the question is no longer when but how to engage and exploit this new medium.

The rapidly expanding availability and sophistication of technology is being paralleled by a corresponding expansion in the access to and demand for a broader variety of content. Consumers want more than the hits! Research and analysis of these trends is critical for a healthy and sustainable Australian screen industry.

This is also great news for Australian film makers who have content ‘gathering dust’ after failing to gain initial distribution or whose works, though securing distribution, are under-exploited by distributors. Online past works are able to gain a new life, and potentially generate considerable (otherwise nonexistent) revenue.

New models for distribution and promotion are required. It is no longer a case of conventional approaches versus new media innovations. The emerging online paradigm actually allows for flexible complementary models that work with existing contractual constraints. These models benefit filmmakers and begin to shape a truly globalised film industry.

Screen Australia is called upon to engage the film community in the exploration of the implications and opportunities being presented by new media, along with a more comprehensive analysis of the digital media landscape.  

These suggestions are inline with Screen Australia fulfilling its Intent
 and commitment to:

· “provide leadership by emphasizing … the need for industry to connect with the audience and by empowering and resourcing industry to become more sustainable and to take on more developmental functions.”
· “encourage innovation across all its programs, including supporting cross media platform applications and new ways of responding to the rapidly developing digital world.”
This paper has been submitted by Weeve.com. We are a Melbourne based online company due to launch mid 2009. Weeve.com is a web community for film audiences and film industry. Our business model and aspects of this submission are based on 18 months of detailed analysis of global trends in new media and the global film industry as a whole. 

We would be pleased to meet with you to discuss any details outlined here.

Marketing Support and Promotion: The Age of Digital Distribution
“Net driven innovations create opportunities for filmmakers to be more entrepreneurial with greater control of their films” 

-Richard Harris, CEO, Sth Australia Film Commission 

Screen Australia’s most recent report on new media is from 2001 (by Marion Jacka). Aside from Richard Harris’ 2007 Platform Papers essay, FilmVic’s 2007 NOUS report, and sporadic yet persevering efforts by AFTRS, there has been very little exploration of new media for film producers in Australia.

As a consequence film makers remain hesitant, fearful and uninformed. 

Rights
The UK Film Council has successfully lobbied for the rights of British filmmakers. New terms of trade have been introduced where negotiations for ancillary rights are separated, so that UK broadcasters cannot pursue a rights grab for all platforms (such as internet rights).

Similarly, in Australia, as Richard Harris suggests, the Australian Communications and Media Authority could regulate terms of trade (as they have done with minimum license fees for children’s television) between producers and broadcasters. He also adds that:

 “The structural and policy settings will need to be flexible enough to allow filmmakers [to] take advantage of the emerging opportunities. If not, Australian filmmakers may get little more than a passing glimpse of a tantalising new paradigm”. 

Unwary or uninformed filmmakers currently run the risk of locking their work into poor distribution contracts that fail to properly exploit Internet channels. 

The Internet is widely recognised as a vast and exciting phenomenon, as such there is no single organisation capable of leveraging the best possible online audience for filmmakers. And yet filmmakers continue to sign exclusive ‘across the board’ distribution agreements, which surrender increasingly lucrative Internet rights that result in:
· Internet rights being ‘locked’ to ill-equipped distributors for 7 -20 years

· Distributors using filmmakers content as tools to leverage their own competitive advantage by giving the films exclusively to one home-video or one online media outlet. Thereby restricting potential customers for those films.

· Fewer eyeballs

· Loss of additional revenue (that is currently small but is rapidly increasing each year)
Recently Lance Hammer, writer/director of Ballast (Best Director and Best Cinematography at Sundance 08), pulled out of a conventional distribution deal, noting that:

“Giving up Internet rights for 20 years, [is] just crazy…. distributors don't really offer any money. That's not that big of a deal if they would allow you to have control of your project, but they don't.”
Online Collaboration for Filmmakers

Online distribution models empower filmmakers. Filmmakers do not have to choose between the conventional or the digital distribution systems, they can instead take advantage of both. 

There are many online distribution models that are capable of complementing conventional revenue systems. More so as online vendors are typically non-exclusive. These flexible mechanisms do not conflict with existing agreements but supplement and fit around any existent territorial and platform arrangements to maximise audience and revenue. Online initiatives such as Weeve, Jaman, Youtube, IndiePix, Indieflix, Babelgum etc provide increasingly pro-active opportunities for filmmakers to: 

· Devise complementary distribution agreements to maximise platforms and territories

· Take more creative control of their work

· Actively engage with their audience 

· Monitor responses to their films

· Observe tastes and preferences 

· Reach a truly global audience
Suggestion

‘New Media Forum Series’
“The world’s media are changing so tumultuously, even the smartest and most powerful can barely grasp the implication. In Australia we are stuck in obsolete orthodoxies, which can only be broken by rigorous discourse”
 – George Miller

As part the proposed ‘3 year research plan’ noted in Screen Australia’s Statement of Intent, Screen Australia could endorse and fund a series of national seminars, workshops and debates on new media opportunities for the Australian film industry. 
Propositions include:
1. Weeve to arrange seminars in conjunction with Screen Australia and organisations such as the Australian Film, Radio and Television School (AFTRS)

2. Seminars to be held in major capital cities and coincide with Australia’s leading international film festivals (Melbourne and Sydney) in June-August 2010

3. Venues to be provided by AFTRS and film festivals
4. Weeve.com to facilitate online forums and blogs for Australian industry players to discuss and explore topics and issues raised at formal seminars
5. A collaborative report to be drafted outlining key responses and outcomes - including issues requiring action by industry and Screen Australia.
6. Screen Australia to conduct broader research across industry to clarify and corroborate the industry’s New Media report.

7. Screen Australia to broadly publicise the final report, and initiate on-going annual educational initiatives.

8. Screen Australia to update a more comprehensive ‘New Media’ folder on its website to inform future filmmakers of the rising opportunities in the digital landscape.
Regards,
Joss Wyss, Director, International Relations
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