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Comment on Stage 2 of Screen Australia’s review of operations from Andrew Pike, Ronin Films

Dear Screen Australia,

Here are some comments in response to your industry Support programs document.  I make these comments based on experience in distribution and exhibition going back some 35 years, and as a film historian.

General:

One of the constant cries from filmmakers – since 1912 in fact – is that they cannot get fair and equitable access to screens in their own country.  Getting an efficient and cost-effective theatrical release is one of the toughest and riskiest things that a producer can try to do.  

It seems to me, therefore, that a large part of what Screen Australia should be doing in terms of Industry Support is developing a greater understanding of exhibition on the part of producers, and of production on the part of exhibitors.

Traditionally, we have always had a very segmented industry. Very few producers attend the Movie Convention, let alone the Home DVD Convention!  Likewise, very few exhibitors or DVD people attend SPAA.   Producers and exhibitors rarely meet.  Ken G. Hall, who had an astonishing record of success in the 1930s, always said that one of the keys to his success lay in the fact that he had worked as an exhibitor and some of his closest friends and advisers were exhibitors.  His example is not often quoted or acknowledged.  Our industry and the government infrastructure that supports it, is obsessed with distribution of feature films, but rarely pays any attention to exhibition.  I believe that this issue needs serious attention.

At Ronin, inspired by Ken Hall, we developed through the 90s a strategy of working intensively with exhibitors to build their enthusiasm and personal commitment to the Australian productions we were releasing.  We believed then, and still do, that producers and distributors need to do a lot more than just secure bookings with exhibitors:  we need to pro-actively seek their commitment and sense of “ownership” of the product they are running.  The Hollywood majors do this to some extent, but we Australians don’t go there.  Interestingly, the FFC never asked us for a de-brief on our approach to strategies in relation to exhibitors, marketing and distribution.

At Ronin, we always aimed to build a holistic approach to the release of a film, involving exhibitors, home video people and producers in workshops prior to a campaign.  We always argued that there were two campaigns:  one within the industry, and the other with the general public.  The former is generally neglected by producers and distributors and government agencies.

The Movie Convention is one of the few exhibitor-oriented activities that SA seems to engage in currently but it is severely limited in its effectiveness.  Not only do very few producers attend, also many indie exhibitors don’t attend as they see the Convention as showcase for the Major distributors in which indie distribution is marginalised.

I would like to see SA take a very serious look at exhibition in Australia, consulting with people who are, or who have been, exhibitors, to develop programs to promote a commitment to Australian cinema in the exhibition trade, i.e., to motivate the exhibitors, both majors and indies.  Such on-going campaigns might help to make it easier to (a) gain access to screens, and (b) gain terms and conditions that are fair and equitable.

Specific:

Marketing workshops:  I would like to see a commitment to giving these workshops the broadest possible base to encompass diversity in approaches to marketing, distribution and production, not just limited to mainstream theatrical outcomes.

Sales and Library:  both of these activities seem inappropriate for a body that is involved with industry development and arms-length investment.  These should be licensed out to the distribution industry.  Commercial activity should be left to the private sector.  In this case, industry participation in marketing and distribution would be strengthened, and competitiveness would be promoted.

Promotion:  it is inappropriate for SA to promote individual titles.  Its mandate should be to promote all films fairly and equitably, and to promote the industry as a whole, in all its diversity.  SA can also play an important role in guiding and training producers in developing skills in promotion.

Digital Learning:  It seems to me that Digital Learning would be more appropriately placed with the NFSA alongside their Australia Screen Online.   I am a Board member of the NFSA, but I make this comment as an industry member. 

ICD funding: it is unclear what is a Screen Resource Organisation.  Do festivals fall under this category?  Clarification is needed before meaningful comment can be made.

Andrew Pike, OAM
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