20th February, 2009.

Submission to Stage 2 Review – Screen Australia Industry Support Programs

From Trish FitzSimons, Associate Professor, Griffith Film School, Griffith University

Dear Screen Australia (and its reviewers)

I write as a filmmaker, a researcher in film policy, history and theory (mainly to date in regard to documentary) and as a lecturer within a Bachelor of Film and Screen Media Production.  I teach what is to my knowledge the only tertiary subject in Screen Distribution in Australia. In particular I write having just framed a research funds application around digital exhibition and distribution in Australia and the opportunities and threats of this shift for filmmakers, distributors and exhibitors. This is an individual submission and does not necessarily represent the views of the Griffith Film School or Griffith University. My submission focuses on just three key areas:

Screen Australia Research and Statistics.

Having worked with materials produced by this section for around the last fifteen years, I agree with Judith McCann’s assessment of this as an area of long-term excellence that needs to be endorsed and if possible strengthened. I frequently use AFC/ Screen Australia Research and Statistics material as a teacher and as a researcher and regularly recommend it to both undergraduate and postgraduate students. I find both the omnibus (Get the Picture) and more targeted publications ( such as Box Office Backgrounder and Documentary Production in Australia 2009: A collection of key data) apposite and timely. Having said that I would agree with some other submissions that there are additional areas where it would be good to have statistics: the area of television presales both nationally and internationally is one that comes to mind.

In my dealings with staff members from Research and Statistics over the years I have found them responsive and rigorous. It is indeed wonderful to have their work online and regularly updated. In general I find the way that the material is organized intuitive and accessible.  

Policy in regard to Film Distribution and Exhibition

I am not going to respond to any of the specifics of Screen Australia’s Marketing Support and Promotion programs other than to say that in the past I have personally benefited from this support (from the former AFC) and that I see around me many filmmakers that similarly gain.  Rather, I want to make a couple of points about the ‘bigger picture’ of policy. I endorse the points that Andrew Pike makes about Australian films having had long term and structural problems in getting local productions to cinema screens and in the cultural and policy divide between producers and exhibitors not helping to solve this problem. Screen Australia perhaps reflects something of this divide. I just did a web search on the Screen Australia site using the search term ‘exhibition’ and came up with lots of statistics from Get the Picture and related publications (that I know to be very useful), but otherwise nothing. I may have missed relevant materials, with the Regional Digital Screen Network an important initiative of the former AFC that didn’t come up under this search term, so please take this point as indicative rather than any statement of fact or criticism. 

Currently the technologies and business models of audiences finding films in cinemas are amidst a process of evolution and transformation, due in particular to digital technologies being used as tools of both distribution and exhibition. In this context I would encourage Screen Australia to take a leading role in policy development and integration of various sectors of the film industry in the area of distribution and exhibition. 

Screen Australia and Advocacy

Finally, I note recent comments by both Dr Ruth Harley (AFR 11 Dec, 2008) and Ian Robertson (The Australian, 17 November 2008) that distance Screen Australia from fulfilling a role as lobbyist of governments. ‘Lobbyist’ is a word that means different things to different people.  I would merely note that each of the AFC, the FFC and Film Australia had a proud history of leadership, based on both research and consultation, in connecting the film industry and governments. I hope this tradition will long endure within Screen Australia.

I am very happy to elaborate on and discuss the points raised here if that would be useful. Thank you for the opportunity to contribute to this review.

Sincerely, 

Trish FitzSimons

