A response to the Screen Australia Draft Guidelines

Case study of an experienced practitioner not eligible for funding:  

Mel started her career in the music, marketing, and advertising industries before joining theatrical producer Cameron Mackintosh on Cats, Les Miserables, Five Guys Named Moe, The Phantom of the Opera, Miss Saigon. In London she worked on BBC TV series Crocodile Shoes, as an agent at theatrical agency ICM and on Alive & Kicking for Film Four, in script development and in the TV department of Euro RSCG.  On return to Sydney in 1996 she joined producer Tim White in establishing Fox Icon Productions (the joint venture between Fox Studios, Fox Searchlight and Mel Gibson’s company).  In 2000 she helped set up British based Working Title Films Sydney outpost.  As development/production executive for WT she oversaw the development slate of 15 films. Between Fox Icon and Working Title over 7000 projects were received and assessed. Films include Oscar & Lucinda (post production), Two Hands, Strange Fits Of Passion, Ned Kelly, Gettin’ Square (development and production), The Three Stooges (production), New Zealand film NO.2, and The Square (development).  

Since 2004 she has been working as a theatre/film/multi media producer, story consultant, mentor, marketing consultant for small arts and travel businesses, and until its closure in March 2008, created and curated an artist/writers residency and helped manage Sydney’s iconic arts boutique hotel, Regents Court.  Since then she has been: working on Street TV, a “made for mobile” show streaming on Vodafone; developing and producing mini docs designed for mobile, web and tv; and developing a ‘commercial network’ for creative and cultural enterprises on the web. She doesn’t have a film producer credit and is deemed not experienced enough to access funding from the film agencies for film, documentary, digital media or innovation. 

I use myself as an example as one of a small group of practitioners who have collaborated with high profile directors or producers or companies. We are often not provided with adequate credits, so when leaving an organisation, we are not eligible for funding to continue to develop our careers and projects.  We have considerable experience and extensive networks.  We represent a sector of the creative nation that under the previous and current funding guidelines are not offered the equal opportunity of our peers to access benign funding assistance to develop projects, our small businesses, or expertise. 

For those who haven’t read it or recall its contents, here are some excerpts from the Screen Australia website of the  Statement of Expectation by the Minister for the Environment, Heritage and the Arts, for Screen Australia. 
“Provide strong leadership to the industry whilst maintaining a balance between cultural objectives and encouraging growth of a more competitive screen industry.” 

“Be responsible for the development of areas of particular public interest and cultural merit, such as the National Interest Program but expanded to be much broader than documentaries”

“In keeping with the Government’s election commitment, to ensure that any efficiency gains from the merger are used to increase support for the industry, including support for documentary film makers and first time film makers.” 

“Foster innovation both in content creation and in building sustainable screen businesses across the audio visual sector to improve engagement with new technologies and audiences, to develop creative talent and create new business models. “

It was with great trepidation and expectation that I sat down to read the SA draft guidelines. The new direction of the amalgamated agencies and Ruth Harley’s input are going to have an everlasting effect on what we have to offer to audiences, how we develop as an industry, engage with new media and platforms, encourage investment, and on a local and international level, how we are perceived professionally and creatively.  

The result is disappointing.  Many decisions are counter intuitive, do not support first time film makers, embrace innovation and new business models, seem to favour the perspective of an elite few, endurance rather than talent and success, and fail to acknowledge that every business and practitioner has a right to exist in a competitive market without compromising their potential and intellectual property by being forced into alliances that do not necessarily benefit projects or career trajectories. 

Consultation & Timing

48 hours from the publishing of the guidelines to be sitting in a room with Screen Australia representatives for 2 hours to offer comment seemed to be a well designed strategy to not allow a proper response.  16 days is not enough for industry members to prepare consolidated, detailed, meaningful input and constructive responses to all aspects of the guidelines.  

Hasty decisions are being made without due diligence and adequate consultation with industry “key stake holders” and State Funding agencies, who whilst Screen Australia are “working with the best of the best” are expected to pick up the responsibility for “developing new talent”. 

For the 2020 summit Kevin Rudd and the government engaged with all ‘key stake holders’ to be a part of the discussion to identify the problems and workshop strategies to resolve issues on the national agenda.   Two days is not enough to solve the problems of a nation, or an industry adrift, yet it is better than no consultation.  

A privileged few established producers seem to have been consulted in devising these new strategies and under the new guidelines their specific requests are being met.  So what of the rest of the industry? With such short response time, will we be heard. 

Change

The creation of one screen agency pooling resources to oversee development and production and encouraging enterprise and audience confidence is a positive step toward creating a much better managed and dynamic industry. The abolishment of the ‘rounds of funding’, creation of Industry fellowships, the inclusion of game designers and emphasis on animation and the encouragement of cross platform and new marketing strategies are all good, but some aspects are adhoc, confusing, contradictory, not fulsomely explored or debated. 

Collaboration 
Collaboration is an essential ingredient in most human endeavours, especially in arts, entertainment and innovation.  Being able to choose, being in the right place, at the right time, with the right people allows ideas to flourish, good partnerships to be formed, and enterprises to find success.  

Eligibility 

For feature films, this has been covered comprehensively in the ‘establishing producers’ response submitted to SA on the 10th November.  However, I would like to add some comments. 

Many of the qualifying producers who are to be our only options to develop projects do not necessarily have creative development skills, production experience or new platform expertise.   Many are financiers with no ongoing attachment to the industry or have not taken an interest in other sectors of the arts or entertainment industries.  

In relation to Innovation, why should someone working in digital and on new platforms have no choice and but to collaborate with a producer who has a prime time television drama credit or feature film credit? How is it relevant? Does it make sense to insist that we have to pair with existing executive producers, when the new platforms are creating opportunities for new financial executives with intimate knowledge of other industries to assist in financing projects and bring technological expertise?  

I’m pleased that the old guidelines have gone.  When seeking funding for digital media, I was told I wasn’t eligible, but if I had produced a 5 minute short film that had screened at the St Kilda Film Festival, I would be. 

Not much has changed under the current draft guidelines. Unless Peter Garrett and Kevin Rudd meant these guidelines to offer only existing eligible producers opportunities and no one else, then they require considerable amendments. Restricting eligibility isn’t going to foster innovation, encourage growth and create a successful digital economy. 

Creative Nation

New directions and new ideas and the obstacles to be overcome. 

Another reference from the internet, a quote from Kevin Rudd’s speech entitled, Towards a creative Australia: the future of the arts, film and design.
“ Creativity will play a critical role in building and shaping Australia’s economy. Our artists and designers are amongst the best in the world and have the capacity to lead the charge into the new, technology-rich emerging industries. A future Australian economy will be driven by our ideas and our creativity, by smart design and canny management of our intellectual property.

Creative activity is also a fundamental part of our individual education. The arts can be provocative and subversive, challenging us to question the status quo. Through creative endeavours we learn to accept ambiguity, to move forward after failure, to think beyond preconceived boundaries and to communicate our emotions.”

The idea of a creative nation is captivating.  The reality is we have a federal funding agency and many state agencies, who are highly competitive when it comes to protecting their own state interests. Especially in regard to attracting production.  There is no cohesion and limited communication. 

It is ill conceived to put the onus on the state funding bodies to pick up the slack for developing our industry. These agencies do not have a unified approach to development of sectors, have differing levels of funding available, are location specific in order for practitioners to access funding, and their agendas are not national.   

Without federal development funding, what is to become of a team where a writer is based in Victoria, a producer in NSW, and a director in Qld?  Victoria has an incredible digital industry investment program.  NSW does not. As a NSW producer wanting to work nationally in the digital sector with Victorian film makers, I am only eligible for funding if I’ve lived in Victoria for 6 months (as well as registering another company) or co produce with a Victorian outfit.  I either have to leave my life, family and friends behind or divide fees and IP to be eligible for development or production assistance. 

If we are to proceed as a creative nation with sustainable businesses, we need to take action to revise the current limitations.   Without removing real boundaries and actively communicating, it is a hollow dream. 

Enterprise Scheme for Production Companies 

It is a dangerous precedent to allow a few to filter the distribution of government funding.  The reality is most producers want to creatively produce. They don’t want to be ‘executives’.

In deflecting responsibility for development, the agency has not considered the practicalities of what it actually takes for the production companies and producers receiving the business enterprise schemes to handle submissions, and the implications of having development and production executives to manage slates.  We don’t have a strong culture of story editing or feature script development executives and there are few people with relevant experience or the inclination (when credits are not forthcoming). 

When Fox Icon opened its doors in 1996, we were receiving 10 scripts per day for what seemed like an eternity. Once we’d got through the deluge we became more proactive than reactive.   We discovered great talent.  We developed excellent projects but due to many factors including the parent companies having different priorities and ideas on what to fund, in the three years of our existence we did not produce one film under this banner.  

Setting up creative partnerships is complex and legal fees are onerous. Not all partnerships work. And when they don’t it can often kill projects if the turnaround terms are not fair and reasonable. 

Not all producers quite rightly want an open door policy.  They want dedicated time and energy to produce their projects with their own collaborators.  Not all are nurturers or mentors. Some don’t have enough time, can’t be bothered, and think that there is not enough room for funding new players in the industry. 

Many aren’t responsive. On return from London, this was my experience of approaching Australian producers: 

A letter and cv was sent to 20 producers.  2 had the courtesy to reply (Bryan Brown and Ben Gannon). 1 meeting (no job available at the time). 

Compared to the UK where: 

A letter and cv was sent to 40 producers.  38 responses.  20 meetings (not all producers had jobs available, many were just “meets” in case something came up in the future), 5 job offers (of varying levels).

Short film production

Short film funding is not just about supporting producers and directors and developing talent.  It is about supporting cultural identity, experimentation, and an accessible art form.  There is a strong international market for short films.  Some film makers make money from the sales of their work. These are showcases for our industry as a whole, give opportunity to share our stories and talents to new territories, and develop networks of new and established studios, companies, distributors, producers, financiers, and sales agents worldwide.  The whole world watches short films and this is how they track talent. Having worked in the UK and US, companies take risks on film makers with confident well crafted short films. 

With all the invention of new platforms available for short form work (web and mobile) it is nonsensical to be abandoning funding entirely.   The cost of short films with government funding are disproportionately high due to having to adhere to MEAA award ‘professional’ rates. There is no sliding scale relevant to distribution. However, without some form of short film funding, many practitioners such as writers, directors, producers, actors, directors of photography, editors, composers, visual fx practitioners will not have the opportunity to hone their professional skills or develop relationships to work on longer form narratives or larger screen projects.   There are many new digital cameras and affordable edit suites, but what of the transition to big screen, cinema or Imax?  Where are our film makers going to access funding for this? 

Innovation Media Development & Production /  Cross Platform 

The guidelines are confusing. They read as if they haven’t been thoughtfully considered, adequate industry consultation sought, or been well enough integrated. 

The guidelines raise many questions and there are points that require further clarification. 

Many terms used don’t really mean anything. With respect, it seems the writer of the program doesn’t comprehend the broad nature of the audiences, market, phase by phase approach to development and production allowing options for initiators of projects to engage collaborators at different stages, the differing time frames for innovative projects or their life spans, marketing projects, financing, etc etc. 

This sector by its nature will always be evolving in areas such as technologies, audience, and markets.   There is no doubt we should be encouraging industry development and reskilling of practitioners to converge with the new.   We should be engaging and communicating more with industry associations, telcos, and technology companies etc. 

Technology has given everyone access to smaller screens available at all hours in many regions and with no limits on ‘time slots’ or how many times content can be watched or games played.  We can ingest content and information when we want and need. On demand. Paid or unpaid. Many people think that just because its digital, it must be easy to create. They don’t understand the value of what we do, the time it takes, and what it costs, so unless you have a recognisable brand, they don’t really want to pay for it.   We need to educate the marketplace.  

“Content is King”.  Unless we want to be destined to watching the reruns or modified versions of TV shows that ‘trickles down’ to mobile we should really be engaging in discussions with all of telcos. They need help too and are open to collaborating with our industry to engage with local audiences. 

It is important that the eligibility should be open to innovators without traditional experience.  Unless we can take risks on talent and ideas, where are all of the now required cross platform producers going to get a break?  Marketing innovators don’t come from the Australian film industry. What about experienced interactive producers?  They don’t seem to be eligible. Why would I or a “digital native” engage with ‘old’ traditional eligible producer without relevant digital or business experience to develop a concept? 

Teams may only apply.  For production, it is appropriate. However, who are the critical people that make the team eligible? For development, is this really necessary? Why should an individual not be able to apply for development funding in order to develop the concept and explore collaborators who may well be technology partners? Part of the research and development process in this sector of the industry is discovering partners with the right level of expertise, reliability and experience.

Screen Australia does not support projects conceived primarily as ancillary marketing or promotional additions to existing non-interactive films, or programs. What about the cross platform initiatives? How are we going to develop writers and directors for cross platform if we don’t provide training / experience / opportunity? We should be developing this sector as well, particularly as it is now embedded in Screen Australia guidelines. 

 It does not support projects or content in the areas of corporate communications, training, or e-commerce.   I understand that Screen Australia does not want to pay for Westpac’s new website or their online training manual.  To restrict commercial potential online is non-sensical. If projects do not have aspects of e-commerce, how can we build sustainable businesses? Education/training – what’s the difference? 

Where projects involve screen content, applications must come from producers.   What are the other possibilities that Screen Australia would fund?   

Market place interest – commitment cash or in kind.  All fine if “innovators” want to sell or license to another media company, but what if the Innovative Media Business has a potential to create its own market place and audience?  Its own commercial successes not based on precedent? 

Screen Australia funds will not be released until the full budget has been raised.  Does this relate to all Innovation?  

What about an Enterprise Program for new media, supporting dynamic businesses?  Not just project by project. Enabling the development of a slate of projects and work with various designers, developers, and business managers. 

There are few successful companies that are producing work, but these (unless an ancillary to a TV production) are also struggling to find the perfect business model to build a sustainable business. 

“…. and experienced traditional media expertise to scope the viability of exploiting existing successful Australian IP on digital platforms.” What does this mean?  Why can this not be someone from the new media camp?

Can we not engage new people who are passionate, curious, knowledgeable and innovative?  

NATIONAL INTEREST PROGRAM 

There are many questions and clarification required in regard to the intention and eligibility for this program and in particular how this may go beyond documentary and move into new platforms. 

Cultural & Production Investment 

One of my first jobs was the theatre impresario Cameron Mackintosh. He was an incredible mentor.  He had a fine eye for detail and a holistic approach to his business.  From inception to production, marketing, managing bums on seats, to creating co-productions to tour the world, we were involved.  

Cameron had strong and enduring relationships with his investors. People invested in him because he had a strong track record, excellent instincts and inspired confidence. They invested in his talent and his business. He looked after his collaborators and staff well.  He remained responsible for his successes and failures.  

As a creative nation we should be encouraging cultural investment from the private sectors, individuals, sponsors, benefactors, marketing partners, in tandem with funding from government. And it should be across all sectors of arts and entertainment. 

We don’t have a strong culture of philanthropy.  We should foster one. 

Investment should be across talent and projects, available to all levels.  Tax incentives to invest in culture can work effectively and have in the past (see Richard Lowenstein’s response for examples). Sure they’ve been exploited by overseas interest, loop holes exposed, but why stop exploring ways to encourage benign and developing active investment incentives. 

Art for art’s sake or a commercial enterprise is a never ending debate. We should encourage relationships so that the investment community can become more canny, experienced and grow with the arts and media industries. 

The future 

Not learning from our mistakes and moving on, is tantamount to insanity. Many aspects of the guidelines are hanging onto the past.  

I would like to acknowledge that there is thankfully no change to the Indigenous Program, which has been developing practitioners and producing consistently entertaining and engaging work for the last 10 years. This program has been managed with great care, responsibility and expertise. 

All of our futures are uncertain, creative, financial or otherwise. The most important factor is that we foster enterprise, training, communication and equal opportunity to access to the competitive market place and succeed on our own terms. 

As business owners, arts and media practitioners we do not all expect handouts. We should encourage cultural investment and be able to traverse and embrace commercial and artistic enterprises.  We seek industry development and schemes to share knowledge and build networks inclusively, not exclusively. 

Government funding should assist us, not support us.  It should also be there to ensure the diversity and integrity of our storytelling and cultural identity is maintained. 

Our stories have relevance and new distribution platforms. We need to find ways to engage local audiences and build their confidence so they invest in our future as well. 

The government and its agencies have the responsibility to respectfully consult a wide range of stake holders when momentous decisions and new directions, that will irrevocably change the nature of an industry, are being implemented. 

I implore Screen Australia to reconsider their guidelines, allow for considered consultation to take place with the emerging producer sector and innovation, which is critical the future development of the industry in Australia. 
