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I'm grat eful for t he opport unit y t o respond t o t he Screen Aust ralia Discussion 

Paper on document ary funding. I've read a number of  draf t  responses by 

Trevor Graham, Gil Scrine, t he ADG's Kingst on Anderson and John Hughes et  

al. Addressing t he series of  quest ions t he Paper poses at  t he end, t heir 

cont ribut ions of fer valuable insight  int o t he current  st at e of  af fairs and 

considered suggest ions as t o how t his might  be improved. While t hey call for 

an increased level of  SA funding independent  of  t he net work TV presale 

requirement , in t he main t heir submissions keep t he exist ing st ruct ural 

element s of  SA's document ary subsidy mechanism relat ively int act . Some 

usefully t alk of  emerging alt ernat ive funding opport unit ies and dist ribut ion 

out let s for aut hored document aries.  

        I will be present ing some specif ic proposals at  t he conclusion of  my 

paper, but  t hey will not  be t ied t o t he quest ions posed by t he Paper. I believe 

t he art  form in Aust ralia is in crisis (at  a t ime when it  is t hriving elsewhere)  

and I believe one of  t he prime sources of  t he crisis is t he exist ing relat ionship 

bet ween our st at e subsidy bodies and t he f ree t o air t elevision indust ry. Like 

t he ADG's Kingst on Anderson, I believe t here's more t han just  a number of  

short comings in Screen Aust ralia's document ary funding mechanisms, t here's 

a syst emic f law. I' ll go even furt her: despit e t he organisat ion's good 

int ent ions - and t hey have been good int ent ions - t he evolving policies of  

Screen Aust ralia over t he years have act ually cont ribut ed t o t he exist ent ial 

crisis facing independent  aut hored document ary making in Aust ralia.    
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        Two years ago I part icipat ed in an AIDC session ent it led " Def ining 

Document ary"  which discussed t he ramif icat ions of  t he legal bat t le bet ween 

Screen Aust ralia and Essent ial Media over t he TV series Lush House. This 

t opic f illed me wit h despair, I t old t he delegat es. Our cherished art  form - 

once t he t alking point  of  t he document ary world - had been reduced t o 

debat ing whet her or not  a t v series about  removing st ains qualif ied as a 

document ary. These conferences used t o be about  t he art  and craf t  of  

serious document ary making. Now we t alk about  st ains, and rely on lawyers 

t o det ermine whet her or not  a t v series about  t hem qualif ies for public 

subsidy. I t hen linked t his issue of  def init ion, symbolized by Lush House, wit h 

several ot her emerging concerns: t he declining numbers of  one-of f , aut hored 

document aries appearing on t elevision, t he increasing corporat isat ion of  t he 

indust ry, t he downgrading of  t he st at us of  document ary direct ors, t he 

exist ent ial t hreat  t o high end independent  document ary f ilm making in 

Aust ralia.  

        Some at  t he conference t ook me t o t ask for exaggerat ing t he problems 

and for inappropriat ely conf lat ing t he various issues. Two years on, I'm 

convinced I was right  t o do so, and part  of  t hat  convict ion can be t raced t o 

my part icipat ion in t he t ort ured birt h of  t he document ary feat ure Once My 

Mot her. I have t he honour of  be Associat e Producer on t he f ilm. While a 

number of  fact ors milit at e against  it  serving as a case st udy, I believe an 

analysis of  it s product ion and funding hist ory will serve t o illust rat e some of  

t he syst emic f laws I'm referring t o. 

        At  t he cast  and crew screening lat e last  year, I t old t he audience t hat  

when I f irst  saw Sophia's self  funded rough cut  in early 2011, I t hought  it  one 

of  t he most  moving f ilms I'd seen, " a uniquely personal st ory t old by a 
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mat ure art ist  working at  t he height  of  her powers."  I t hen recount ed Sophia 

and producer Rod Freedman's grinding, t wo year st ruggle t o get  t he f ilm 

complet ed in t he face of  repeat ed reject ions f rom t he ABC 's Alan Erson and 

SBS's John Godfrey, how t his present ed an insurmount able hurdle because 

t he way t hings worked, no presale meant  no Screen Aust ralia funding support  

and t hat  meant  no f ilm.  

        Event ually however, Screen Aust ralia's Signat ure Docs fund - which does 

not  require a TV presale - f inally recognized t he f ilm's t rue pot ent ial af t er t wo 

earlier knockbacks. Not  long af t erwards t he ABC's newly appoint ed Head of  

Fact ual Phil Craig agreed t o t ake a one hour version for $20,000. Adequat ely 

funded at  last , Once My Mot her  was f inally complet ed. But  not  before Sophia 

Turkiewicz came very close t o quit t ing, t o giving t he whole dispirit ing game 

away. Oh and did I say properly funded? To t his day, neit her Sophia or Rod 

has been paid a single cent  for t heir years of  work on t he f ilm.     

       I t hen quot ed Pet er Weir: " Wit h consummat e skill, Sophia Turkiewicz 

weaves t he personal wit h t he hist orical, giving dept h and meaning t o bot h."  

And Bruce Beresford: " I cannot  express how much I admire t he courage and 

t enacit y wit h which you have pursued t he realizat ion of  t his wonderful 

document ary."  

        " Well yes"  I t old t he audience, " but  should f ilmmakers like Turkiewicz, 

making f ilms as good as One My Mot her, really have t o rely quit e so much  on 

courage and t enacit y? Wat ch t his f ilm now … and af t erwards remind 

yourselves how very close it  came t o not  being made at  all. "  

        Since t hat  cast  and crew screening, Once My Mot her has gone on t o win 

t he audience awards for best  doc and best  overall f ilm at  t he Adelaide and 

Canberra Film Fest ivals respect ively - a t elling illust rat ion of  it s audience 
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appeal; it  t hen won an ATOM award and an AACTA nominat ion, is in 

compet it ion at  t he Sydney Film Fest ival and will be released t heat rically 

short ly af t erwards wit h t he vast ly experienced Tracey Mair doing publicit y for 

love not  money. Why? " One of  t he most  beaut iful, moving, wonderful f ilms 

I've ever seen"  she emailed me af t er wat ching it . Nat alie Miller at  Melbourne's 

Nova Cinema is champing at  t he bit . The Cremorne Orpheum's Paul Dravet  is 

not oriously shy of  t aking a punt  wit h a document ary. His response? " St unning 

f ilm. We’re in."  Sydney, Melbourne and Pert h (Luna Palace group)  are in so 

far, and I'm convinced ot her cinemas will follow. 

        This may be premat ure, but  given t he audience responses, t he praise of  

icons like Weir and Beresford and t he ent husiasm of  indust ry hard noses like 

Dravet , Miller and Mair, Once My Mot her bids fair t o t ake it s place among t he 

pant heon of  great  Aust ralian document aries. So why did Sophia Turkiewicz 

face such a hard road?  Why did t his " mat ure art ist  working at  t he height  of  

her powers"  come so close t o giving it  all away? Why was it  reject ed t wice by 

a subsidy funding syst em wit h a remit  t o support  work of  qualit y, diversit y, 

innovat ion, dept h and compelling st ory t elling?  

         Because t here's a syst emic f law in t he syst em. 

        I was present  when Freedman and Turkiewicz screened t heir rough cut  

t o Alan Erson and t hen John Godfrey. It  was t he same cut  I f irst  saw. The 

f ilm's pot ent ial was blindingly obvious. All t he basic element s were in place, 

including t he wonderfully emot ional climax. But  t hat 's not  how Erson or 

Godfrey saw it . Godf rey reject ed t he f ilm out  of  hand (wit h very lit t le grace)  

for not  " conforming wit h SBS guidelines."  Erson's dismissal was more 

respect ful, but  neit her man was open t o any count er argument . Bot h seemed 

closed emot ionally t o t he f ilm t hat  at  bot h t hose screenings had yet  again 
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reduced me t o surrept it ious t ears. As t he f inished work has done t o count less 

ot hers at  every screening.  

        The quest ion I asked myself  back t hen was why? Why did t hese t wo 

skilled programmers, vet erans of  hundreds of  judgment  calls at  hundreds of  

screenings, bot h knock t his wonderful f ilm back so decisively? A clue can be 

found in Phil Craig's response t o my cast  and crew screening speech: " I'm not  

all t hat  shocked or surprised t hat  Sophia st ruggled t o get  her f ilm f inanced ... 

Looking at  it  now we all see t hat  it 's a beaut iful t hing, a real st and out   … a 

document ary t hat  aspires t o art . But  … t o a commissioning edit or at  SBS or 

ABC [ it  could seem t o be no more t han]  a classic form of  'narrowcast ing'  - 

lit t le more t han a personal family video t hat  she want s t axpayers'  money t o 

help her vanit y publish, wit h not hing much t o communicat e t o t he broad 

general audiences t hat  we seek."  

        Precisely. I believe bot h men - ent irely condit ioned by t he perceived 

dict at es of  t heir medium - consider t hat  f ilms such as t his one - complex, 

deeply personal, feat ure lengt h " works of  art "  - t he jewels in t he crown of   

Aust ralian document ary - no longer have any place on f ree t o air t elevision.     

         " Your comment s … are t elling,"  I responded t o Craig, " because t here's 

been a worrying downt urn in t he commissioning of  f ilms like Once My Mot her, 

t he sort  of  document aries now right ly regarded as classics, t hat  put  

Aust ralian document ary making on t he world map. Would t hese f ilms have 

made it  t o t he screen t hese days? By t he sound of  it  no, t hey'd have been 

dismissed as " a classic form of  narrowcast ing."   

         Yes, Phil Craig picked t he f ilm up for t he ABC, but  he bought  it  " of f  t he 

shelf "  for peanut s and t he TV hour version Sophia was forced t o supply is a 

dumbed down t ravest y of  t he full lengt h work. I t hink Craig's response is t he 
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except ion t hat  proves t he rule. The " appreciat ive audience"  he says Once My 

Mot her deserves is not  t he audience he, Erson and Godfrey feel increasingly 

compelled t o seek and cat er for. Why?  Because t radit ional broadcast  

t elevision is under t hreat . Audiences are inexorably declining.  Faced wit h 

t his, TV's increasing t endency is t o avoid risk, eschew complexit y, embrace 

more and more publicly accessible " fact ual"  programming because, says ex 

BBC commissioning edit or St eve Hewlet t , it  is " less concerned … wit h 

creat ivit y and public purposes, and more concerned wit h audience met rics 

and commercial survival."   

         " We don' t  need f ilms like yours"  John Godfrey t old Sophia Turkiewicz 

when reject ing Once My Mot her.  " Our series Who Do You Think You Are  

covers t he same ground and it 's very popular."   

        Who Do You Think You Are  is a weight ier of fering t han Lush House of  

course, and very well made indeed. But  it  is not  document ary, it  is fact ual 

t elevision, and t he t wo are chalk and cheese. One is equivalent  t o a book, t he 

ot her t o a t abloid newspaper. The SBS series is designed, like all fact ual 

t elevision, t o be easily digest ible, easily grasped by a channel swit ching 

audience wit h a minimal at t ent ion span.     

          The fact  is, TV fact ual programmers like Erson and Godfrey were 

always going t o reject  Once My Mot her, because what ever t heir merit s, t hey 

don' t  want  high end document aries any more. They know what  works for 

t hem and insist  on get t ing it . And t hey've been very successful, aided and 

abet t ed by t hat  sect ion of  t he product ion indust ry only t oo happy t o supply 

t he programming t he net works want , and by t he st at e funding bodies t hat  

subsidise a signif icant  proport ion of  t his t v fact ual/ infot ainment  product ion 

process.  
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        Why did it  happen?  Because under polit ical pressure t o support  t he 

economic viabilit y of  product ion ent erprises, Screen Aust ralia conf lat ed t hese 

t wo dist inct  genres - document ary and fact ual/ infot ainment  t elevision. And 

what 's more, wit h marginal except ions (eg t he Signat ure Fund)  Screen 

Aust ralia has applied t he same funding crit eria t o bot h. In so doing, it  has 

played direct ly int o t he hands of  t he broadcast  t elevision indust ry, giving it  a 

f ree ride. The inevit able out come is t hat  despit e Screen Aust ralia's hist oric 

remit  t o aim high, f ilms like Once My Mot her  - brilliant , art ist ic work t hat  

should  have t he highest  funding priorit y - face an uphill bat t le t o get  made 

and are becoming an endangered species. Along wit h t heir increasingly 

disillusioned makers. 

        It  was not  always so. I'm reluct ant  t o honk on about  " t he good old 

days"  but  t here act ually was a golden age of  Aust ralian document ary making. 

The prime movers were Screen Aust ralia's earlier manifest at ions - t he FFC 

and t he AFC; and Film Aust ralia. Far more document ary project s were funded 

on t heir merit s, wit hout  being subject ed t o t he dict at es of  f ree t o air 

t elevision. TV presales and ot her dist ribut ion deals were cert ainly and 

energet ically sought , bot h here and overseas, but  t he principal det ermining 

fact ors in play were t he art ist ic vision of  independent  f ilm makers, and 

support ive funding body bureaucrat s who t ook t heir chart er obligat ion 

seriously by encouraging qualit y, dept h and compelling st oryt elling over 

" audience met rics and commercial survival."   

        Glenys Rowe, wit h an insider's knowledge of  f ree t o air t elevision, 

conf irms t hat  t he rot  set  in when in t he face of  changing " audience met rics"  

and programming imperat ives, one-of f  document aries fell out  of  favour. 

Commissioning edit ors began demanding less challenging fact ual 
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infot ainment , of t en st rip programming it  in series. Easier t o promot e  

t han one-of f  docs, less demanding on viewer concent rat ion spans. " They just  

didn' t  want  document aries any more,"  says Rowe, But  nor did t hey want  t o 

let  go of  t he st at e subsidy funding, so t hey began insist ing on more and 

more public subsidy funding be t ied t o TV presales.  

        Wit h it s hef t y product ion slat e and subst ant ial Nat ional Int erest  

Program funding base, Film Aust ralia could af ford t o be more independent  

and st and up t o t he net works. FA cont inued t o produce high end work like 

Dennis O'Rourke's Cunnamulla and Connolly/ Anderson's Rat s in t he Ranks, 

neit her of  which were made wit h Aust ralian TV presales in place. But  Screen 

Aust ralia bowed t o t he pressure. More and more funding went  t o project s 

wit h presales, less and less t o t hose wit hout , no mat t er how out st anding.   

        Wit h t his increasing cont rol, t he t v net works began dict at ing cont ent  

and st yle. Underwrit t en by Screen Aust ralia, ent erprise product ion companies 

proliferat ed, only t oo eager t o give t he t v net works what  t hey want ed. That  

led t o anot her ominous development , highlight ed in my 2011 AICD speech: 

" Commissioning edit ors are no longer int erest ed in one-of f  f ilms, no mat t er 

how wonderful t he concept . But  even if  t heyare int erest ed you' re st ill down 

t he t ube because t hey don' t  want  t o deal wit h people like you any more. 

They want  t o deal wit h large product ions companies like t he one making t he 

ground breaking series on st ains. So you t ake your idea t o one of  t hese … 

and not  always but  increasingly of t en, your idea becomes t heir idea and you 

become a gun for hire on your own f ilm."  

       Independent  f ilm makers who do get  t heir foot  in t he net work door f ind 

t hey are exercising ever diminishing cont rol over what  t hey make and how 

t hey make it . For example, t hose who aspire t o see t heir work screened in 
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cinemas f ind t hemselves shaping it  for t he ent irely dif ferent  medium of  

t elevision ( t hereby reducing it s t heat rical appeal) . I'm convinced t hat  under 

t hese pressures t he qualit y of  document ary work has suf fered as a result .   

       By allowing 80% or more of  it s funding t o be t ied t o TV presales, by 

kowt owing t o TV's populist  demands, by forcing document ary makers t o 

submit  t o TV's programming dict at es, by allowing a populist  genre (which 

should never have t aken over so much of  Screen Aust ralia's funding)   t o 

subsume t he t radit ional art  form, Screen Aust ralia has indeed cont ribut ed t o 

t he " exist ent ial crisis facing independent , aut hored document ary making in 

Aust ralia."  And t he crisis comes at  a t ime, it  must  be said, when t he art  form 

everywhere else is undergoing an excit ing renaissance in f ilm fest ivals, 

cinemas and ot her emerging out let s. What 's more, t he crisis comes at  a t ime 

when f ree t o air t elevision is beset  by declining audiences, declining revenue 

and exponent ially expanding viewing alt ernat ives. It  is, in ot her words, a 

fading medium. Not  t hat  you'd t hink so, judging by t he choke hold it  has on 

Screen Aust ralia and t he document ary art  form.  

        Faced wit h repeat ed net work reject ions for t wo long years, Sophia 

Turkiewicz and Rod Freedman's only recourse was Screen Aust ralia's 

Signat ure Fund, t he only st rand not  requiring a net work presale. But  here t oo 

Once My Mot her  endured repeat ed reject ions before someone saw t he light  

and championed it . That  someone deserves considerable sympat hy because 

he/ she is clearly placed in an impossible posit ion. As well as being an avenue 

of  last  resort , t he Signat ure Fund has also become t he nat ural home of  

ambit ious, high end document ary project s.  It  is accordingly swamped wit h 

high qualit y applicat ions f rom t alent ed but  desperat e f ilm makers. The 

compet it ion is ferocious, because given it s miniscule funding allocat ion, t he 
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Signat ure Fund can only of fer f inancial support  t o a t iny handful of  f ilm 

makers. Given t he quant it y and qualit y of  applicat ions, t he decision making 

must  be very hard. Here again, Once My Mot her came very close t o falling by 

t he wayside.  

         Conclusion: I commend Screen Aust ralia for heeding t he concerns of  

t he document ary communit y, for t aking t he lead and inst it ut ing t his inquiry. I 

also believe t he t ime has come for Screen Aust ralia t o show even great er 

leadership, along wit h courage and vision. Inst ead of  t oadying t o a medium on 

t he way out , SA should dismant le t he exist ing, dysfunct ional funding 

st ruct ure, st op conf lat ing t v fact ual/  infot ainment  wit h document ary, and 

end TV's choke hold over what  get s made. 

        Film making is an ext remely t ough game. ( I get  very angry when I hear 

generously salaried execut ives t alk about  document ary f ilmakers'  " sense of  

ent it lement ." )  As David Court  so eloquent ly point s out : " The t oughness is like 

a t ax on creat ion, levied by some unknown despot  … People who want  t o 

make f ilms have t o pay t his t ax. There is no choice, except  not  t o make 

f ilms."   

        All f ilms are hard t o make, good f ilms incredibly so. That 's of  course as 

it  should be. We are, af t er all, t alking about  an art  form. Which brings me t o 

my fundament al cont ent ion: Screen Aust ralia's current  policies set  t he bar 

t oo low for t he Ersons and Godfreys of  t his world, t oo high for people like 

Sophia Turkiewicz. The recommendat ions below seek t o redress t his. 

 

Recommendat ions:   

Screen Aust ralia should recognize t wo dist inct  st rands of  f ilm making: Fict ion 

and Nonf ict ion. The non f ict ion st rand should be divided int o t wo dist inct  
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cat egories: document ary and TV fact ual, and in accordance wit h Screen 

Aust ralia's hist oric remit , document ary should be privileged over TV fact ual.  

All exist ing funding cat egories - NDP, GDP, Signat ure et c - should be 

abolished and replaced by t he new funds list ed below. Assuming Screen 

Aust ralia maint ains a funding allocat ion t o Nonf ict ion of  $20 million, t he 

money should be allocat ed t o each fund in t he following proport ions: 

 

 

 

1 . TV Factual Fund    

Allocat ion: 25% ($5M).  

Project s specif ically designed for t elevision t hat  are broadly classif ied as TV 

fact ual, and come wit h TV presales in place. One-of fs or series. All 

applicat ions t o be judged on merit , having regard t o Screen Aust ralia's 

st at ut ary obligat ions t o support  work t hat  is excellent  and innovat ive et c. 

This requirement  would probably render ineligible most  mat erial looked upon 

as infot ainment .  

 

2 . General Documentary Fund.      

Allocat ion: 25%  ($5M) . 

Document aries of  feat ure lengt h or less, or series, wit h some form of  

signif icant  dist ribut ion in place, including but  not  limit ed t o TV presales. All 

applicat ions would be judged on merit . Project s wit h TV presales would not  

enjoy any advant age over t hose wit h alt ernat ive sources of  funding.  

 

3 . Signature Fund.      
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Allocat ion: 25% ($5M). 

Similar t o t he exist ing Signat ure Fund.  Document aries of  feat ure lengt h or 

less wit h limit ed dist ribut ion in place. In t he case of  project s of  except ional 

merit , no form of  dist ribut ion need be in place. Overiding select ion crit eria 

would again be based on SA's chart er responsibilit y - t o support  project s of  

excellence and/ or innovat ion et c.    

 

4. Project  Development Fund.      

Allocat ion: 10% ($2M)   

Of fering assist ance t o high qualit y project s in various st ages of  development , 

ranging f rom idea/ t reat ment  upwards. The emphasis would be on f lexibilit y, ie 

t he capacit y t o breat h life int o, sust ain, advance or complet e a project  in 

almost  any st age of  it s development  and product ion. Again no TV presale or 

ot her dist ribut ion deal need be in place. 

 

5. Distribution Fund. 

Allocat ion: 5% ($1M)  

Of fering signif icant  dist ribut ion assist ance, primarily in t he form of  grant s, t o 

cert ain project s at  or nearing complet ion, especially, but  not  limit ed t o, 

document aries wit h obvious t heat rical pot ent ial.      

 

6. Time Crit ical Fund  

Allocat ion: 5% ($1M)  

Of fering emergency funding t o project s facing rapidly developing and/ or 

unrepeat able f ilming opport unit ies or requirement s. The fund must be set  up 

in a way t hat  will absolut ely minimize delay, dispensing wit h unnecessary 
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bureaucrat ic hurdles, lengt hy decision making, excessive document at ion et c. 

It  is essent ial t his fund have t he capacit y t o cash f low t ime crit ical shoot ing 

wit hin weeks of  not if icat ion, not  mont hs, and somet imes even wit hin days if  

necessary. 

 

7. Start ing Out Fund. 

Allocat ion: 5% ($1M) 

Of fering project  based development  and/ or product ion funding t o beginning 

f ilm makers, eg recent  f ilm school graduat es, journalist s et c ent ering t he 

document ary f ield. Films would primarily be low budget , and of  hour or less 

durat ion, alt hough no specif ic durat ion would be mandat ed. Applicant s would 

be st rongly encouraged t o seek addit ional funding, but  no dist ribut ion deal 

need be in place.  Experienced f ilm makers would be at t ached t o each project  

as consult ant s t o give guidance, wit h edit orial cont rol remaining wit h t he 

applicant .  

 

 Not es: 

These new funding st reams are designed t o redirect  a signif icant  port ion of  

Screen Aust ralia funding support  away f rom TV fact ual programs t o 

document aries. The fundament al object ive - bearing in mind Screen 

Aust ralia's hist oric remit  t o support  excellence - is t o enable document aries 

of  out st anding merit  like Once My Mot her t o compet e on more equal t erms 

for subsidy funding t han is present ly t he case.  

        At  t he same t ime, no one want s t o t hrow t he baby out  wit h t he 

bat hwat er: t he new funds acknowledge t he value, indeed necessit y of  TV 

presales. It  also acknowledges t hat  much TV fact ual ent ert ainment  is of  

 13 



undoubt ed qualit y, and employs a large number of  f ilm makers. While it  may 

be a dying medium, f ree t o air TV will be around for some t ime t o come. But  

t hese recommendat ions also acknowledge a rapidly shif t ing environment  and 

t he need for const ant  f lexibilit y: alt ernat ive forms of  funding are emerging all 

t he t ime, challenging t he near hegemony now exercised by t he TV presale 

over Screen Aust ralia's funding allocat ions. Screen Aust ralia must  be 

const ant ly alert  t o t he changing landscape and adjust  it s funding priorit ies 

accordingly. TV net works must  accept  t hat  t hey do not  have a monopoly 

over t hese public funds. 

        The proposed new funding st reams also loosen somewhat  t he rigid 

insist ance on market  place at t achment , because t his rigidit y can somet imes 

st if le or even snuf f  out  alt oget her t ruly excellent  and/ or innovat ive project s 

t hat  bring lust re t o our art  form and move it  forward, but  whose wort h is not  

init ially recognized or acknowledged. The overriding yardst ick should be 

excellence, not  least  because excellent  work, not  always but  of t en manages 

t o break t hrough and f ind it s market . Once My Mot her is a classic example.  

        At  t he same t ime, Screen Aust ralia should allocat e much more  

resources t o developing cert ain project s as t hey evolve, drip feeding t hose of  

out st anding pot ent ial which for various reasons have not  been able t o at t ract  

a TV presale or ot her signif icant  market  support .    

        The Time Crit ical Fund is an essent ial funding element . Document ary is 

not  f ict ion, it  is about  real life, and since we cannot  predict  t he fut ure, 

document ary is predicat ed upon uncert aint y. Managing uncert aint y requires 

f lexibilit y, in part icular t he abilit y t o respond quickly t o erupt ing sit uat ions. 

There are t oo many st ories circulat ing about  t ime crit ical funding arriving 

weeks or even mont hs t oo lat e. Those managing t he fund must   be 
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empowered t o act  quickly, cut t ing administ rat ive corners if  necessary.   

        By way of  example: in lat e 1989 t he AFC had only just  begun 

processing t he funding applicat ion of  our sequel t o Joe Leahy's Neighbours 

when t he int ernat ional price of  cof fee began t o fall, an event  absolut ely 

pivot al t o t he st ory we planned t o document . This made it  imperat ive we get  

up t o t he PNG Highlands as soon as possible. Pet er Sainsbury - t hen a senior 

AFC project  of f icer - unilat erally approved t he project , secured immediat e 

board approval, organized t he cash f low of  hundreds of  t housands of  dollars 

and t wo weeks lat er we were in Mount  Hagen, just  in t ime t o f ilm t he crucial 

scenes which set  up our feat ure document ary Black Harvest .  

       I vent ure t o say t hat  could never happen nowadays, and I'm not  simply 

t alking about  a t ime crit ical funding st rand. The whole Screen Aust ralia 

document ary approval process is t oo long, t oo complex, t oo debilit at ing. 

There is t oo much paperwork, t oo many bureaucrat ic log jams, t oo many 

rules, t oo many legal hoops t o jump t hrough. No one seems ult imat ely 

account able - or so it  appears f rom t he out side - for t he judgment  calls t hat  

must  be made about  compet ing project s. There seems t o be t oo much 

reliance on commit t ee-based decision making, not  enough personal 

responsibilit y t aken for funding decisions. Film professionals of  out st anding 

abilit y and proven judgment  should be recruit ed as Project  or Assessment  

of f icers on limit ed, one or t wo year cont ract s. They should enjoy a much 

great er level of  aut onomy t han is now t he case, but  would t hen be held 

publicly account able for t he qualit y of  t heir decision making. 

        Finally, t he St art ing Out  Fund addresses t he lack of  est ablished 

development  pat hs for beginning f ilm makers, brought  about  primarily by t he 
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abolit ion of  Screen Aust ralia and t he ABC's decision t o cease virt ually all it s 

int ernal document ary product ion.   

 

Bob Connolly 
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