Thank you for telling me I belong


Dear Screen Australia

Thank you for the opportunity to provide feedback.

Marketing Support & Promotion Unit

	Supporting and guiding filmmakers is the main game
I feel the Marketing Unit’s main focus should be supporting filmmakers – both emerging and established.

I have to admit I was a bit surprised to read in the Terms of Reference that one of the Marketing’s roles was to sell archival stills.

Reduce involvement in non-core activities
I feel the Marketing Unit should reduce its focus in activities such as the sale and promotion of historical programs and archival material, producing digital learning curriculum resources, and running the trail of digital screens in rural areas.

Focusing Marketing on assisting filmmakers, enables this unit to have a one-eyed vision – a clear direction and purpose – rather than spreading its energies and focus in varied directions, perhaps requiring different skill sets.

Some of these non-core tasks can be perhaps handled by other units or agencies:

· For example, the library tasks of Marketing perhaps can be handled by ScreenSound, including the sale of archival material and history programs?  (Marketing can still maintain a small film library for its own use only.)

· The task of “Digital Learning” can be handled by the Research and Statistics Unit.  The development of an online educational gateway is closely aligned to this unit’s role of generating and disseminating screen information.  There is also a symbiotic link to other R&S resources, such as the introductory publication, “I’ve got a great idea for a film” whose aim is also to educate the public, or more specifically those in the latter years of secondary school exploring career paths.  Alternatively, the development of these online and curriculum resources could be developed by external organisations, such as ATOM (Australian Teachers of Media), who already produce study guides available at www.metromagazine.com.au
I feel Marketing should keep its hand in activities such as programming the Embassy Roadshow, but I feel these programming and touring tasks should not be a priority, and only take a small amount of their time, budget and focus.  From my limited knowledge, these events have a relatively small audience – and it would be interesting to calculate how much it costs Screen Australia per audience member who views these touring shows – or on the up side, even though these screenings have a small audience, you may discover that the return in other ways is worthy of the expense.  

Futhermore, I feel that the standout shorts of the last 12 months would be commonly known (or at least the staff at Screen Australia should know this), so I feel that this programming task should not take a long time, and should form only a small part of the Marketing Unit’s focus. 

Again, if the film tours have an educational, rather than a promotional focus, then perhaps this is better handled by Research and Statistics, who already have a strong role in educating the public and community on Australian film and tv.


	Marketing should come first, even before the script
When asked if he had written the script for his new film, Roger Corman said, “No, but I have a poster.”

There is no point wasting one’s own time or money (or that of Screen Australia’s) developing a film which distributors, exhibitors or festivals do not want to exhibit, and which has no audience (or a very small audience).

I agree with Gil Scrine’s submission, where she says,

“Offering producers the benefit of distributors, exhibitors and publicists’ knowledge at script stage … well before we see bad scripts being made into films which perform poorly.”

But I would say that this should not only apply to producers, but also to writers and writer/directors who are often the ones to initiate the project, especially at a short film level, or even a first or second feature level.

Writers do not want to waste their time writing a screenplay, if it is not going to get taken up by a producer.  Having the input of distributors and exhibitors early on, will help them focus their efforts on what sort of films have an audience or have marketability.

It is difficult for a beginning filmmaker to gain access to exhibitors and distributors.  Marketing can help by running workshops and seminars to help emerging filmmakers gain access to these people’s valuable knowledge.  Gil Scrine again:

“I can’t count the number of times exhibitors and publicists have made valuable comments and shared particular insights with me.”

Marketing may wish to work more with established filmmakers rather than emerging filmmakers (as they have a more guaranteed track record of success), but the lessons learnt here need to be learnt at the beginning by newcomers.  Newcomers need to learn at the start what films festivals are looking for, what sorts of programs/films sell, and therefore to channel their ideas down these paths if they wish to forge a career in the industry.  Out of all the ideas that the writer has, she or he has to be guided to choose those ideas that have an audience.  (Screenwriters need to learn not only what scripts are “makeable” but what scripts are “marketable”.)

We need to explain to all filmmakers (whether writers or producers) that they have to work their way from the end to the beginning when initiating on a project.  This is a technique often done in project planning.  This technique is not often used by the emerging filmmaker, who often come up with the script first, without regard for the market (or they will worry about marketing once the film has completed post production – perhaps too late).

Working backwards: you work out what festivals or audience you are aiming for – you work out what format you need to finish on in order to be accepted by these festivals (eg 16mm, etc) – you work out if there are festival limits on the on the length of your film – etc – and you then develop your script accordingly.


	Help your seedlings grow
I feel more focus and assistance needs to be given to emerging filmmakers.  Providing a presence at major film festivals like Cannes and sales trade shows gives assistance to those who have already reached a certain level of being established filmmakers.

Whilst Screen Australia would not be able to give marketing advice to all new short filmmakers, I feel that there could be a weeding out process, where Marketing could offer a 1 hour session to say 200 short films a year.  It views a DVD of each film to assess which to give this assistance to.

I feel (perhaps mistakenly) that many Screen Australia activities aimed at the established filmmaker.  For example I read another submission say they accessed the Rottendam Lab – what is this and how do I gain access to it?

Giving up
The reason I suggest some initial 1 hour assistance to selected filmmakers, is because I once rang marketing for assistance on which festivals to send my short to.  I realise they are busy, and they simply directed me to their website to have a look at the list of festivals to explore this for myself.  I spent a fair bit of money and time sending this film out to 10 festivals, and only got it into one smaller Australian festival.  Perhaps if I had better targeted my festivals, I would have had more success.  I don’t know what I did wrong – was it the marketing or the film itself?  Having a small amount of guidance from Screen Australia mentors would help me to perhaps learn from this experience and do it differently next time – because at the moment, I am not sure what happened.  Is this the usual strike rate with a short film, or did I just make a bad film, or did I send it to the wrong festivals, or was it just plain bad luck, or all of the above?  It doesn’t help me to grow and develop and learn for next time.

The more times that newcomers face a brick wall, the more likely they are to give up.  The more times that newcomers put a lot of money, time and effort into something, and it bears no fruit, the more they are likely to give up.

Perhaps there can be an assistance line like that run by Arts Law, open only on certain days for more focussed assistance?

When are your workshops?
I don’t know when your marketing workshops are.  Are these only for established filmmakers and what mailing list to you have to get on to hear about these?  I am already on the AFC email list.

I knew there was one marketing seminar for short films about 5 years ago, which was half-day in Sydney.  This was completely packed out, and I was wondering why it was only half-day in Sydney, whilst in some other capitals it was a full day seminar.  Does Screen Australia feel that “Sydney-siders know it all already.”  It was clear that we didn’t, as many people did not get their questions answered, as there were many hands still in the air.

So please provide a lot more question time for your workshops.  Also perhaps provide a podcast of them, like MetroScreen has started to do, so that those who cannot attend can also learn.

Just like a football team, or any team in fact, you need a mix of qualities and skills.  You need both the veteran players and the up and coming newcomers.

Website and Guides
I feel you should put a lot of work into updating, re-writing and redeveloping the material on your list of festivals section of the website, including guides such as “How to Market your Short Film”.  This is what most people will read, as most people will not be able to gain access to direct face to face marketing guidance, so this is your main, most cost-effective outlet to dissemination information, other than perhaps podcasts of seminars.

Make this easy to use.  Identify the 20 key festivals that we should consider sending our films to.  Identify other festivals that are emerging in prominence.  Identify festivals that are sales-based and those that are culturally-based.  Produce a pdf so one can just download the whole list at once, instead of having to go through separate webpages.  Have a section where you list new festivals you have added recently.


	Identify some reasonable goals for Marketing
Set some performance benchmarks to help Marketing know whether they are moving in the right direction.  These should be reasonable – for example we can’t expect an Aussie short to be nominated for an Oscar every year.

For example:

· Each year to have 30 different Australian shorts showing in the 20 top-tier film festivals.  

· And to have a certain percentage of these from emerging filmmakers and a certain percentage from established ones. 

· Each year to have 3 Australian shorts showing at the highest tier festivals – for example, Cannes, Berlin and Sundance?

Without these goals,  

How does Marketing assess whether it is doing a good job, or whether it is moving in the right direction?

Market specific Australian short films (and features)
One suggestion is each year, Marketing identifies 20 shorts that it will choose to give focussed marketing assistance to.  It chooses these films because it feels they are high quality and they have a good market.  One third of these films must be from emerging filmmakers.

Then the Marketing Unit goes all out and provides various forms of assistance and guidance, including help to set up a website (if desired), promotional material, press kit, assistance with choosing which festivals to send it to, some assistance in sending these out to festivals, perhaps even provide some temporary office space so that you can mentor and guide these emerging producers during this process.  

This will give these standout films every opportunity to succeed.  If these films fail to gain an audience or place on the festival circuit, it will not be due to their marketing.


Research & Statistics Unit

	Research and report on filmmakers (not only film productions)
For example, Brian Rosen said the vast majority of feature film makers funded only ever get to make 1 feature film.  Is this a sign of a healthy industry?  Tracking how many films a filmmaker has made to date in their lifetime, can also help to gauge the health of an industry – and perhaps Research and Statistics could track this also.

The health of the Australian film (screen) industry is measured not only by the annual numbers and box-office success of Australian films, but also by looking at the individuals who choose filmmaking as a career.

· Did that emerging filmmaker make a film again this year?

· How often are our emerging filmmakers making another film?

· Have filmmakers had the opportunity to hone, develop and explore their filmmaking and story telling skills?  Or are many of them quitting after a few years?  

· What is the turnover?  How many ‘emerging’ filmmakers go onto fulfill their promise and make films regularly?  Are you getting a regular stream of newcomers, who shine for a few years then disappear, instead of filmmakers who are able to develop and mature their skills over a lifetime?

· How regularly are filmmakers making films?  How long is the gap between their last film?  For example, each year you could research, “How many filmmakers who were identified by Screen Australia as ‘emerging’ in the last 3 years, were able to make a second short film in the last 3 years?

· Have the roles these filmmakers worked in shifted over the years (out of necessity), or do they get to specialise?  For example, are they a director on one production, and a production manager on the next? Obviously if they do not get to specialise, then you may not be producing filmmakers who get to hone their craft – although diversification can have its benefits also.
· Is there a high turnover of newcomers to the film industry?  How many can sustain a career and living out of it – and how long do they last on average before they stop making films?  What is their longevity, and what promotes longevity?  How can Screen Australia help improve longevity?
The answers to these questions can help the other sections of Screen Australia develop its support programs for filmmakers.

For example, if we think the gap is too long between films, how can we reduce this time by supporting this filmmaker?  Obviously you realise that your investment in marketing support (such as the travel grants) will only bear fruit if the supported filmmaker continues to regularly make films – if there is too long a gap between films, any interest generated by the travel grant may have been forgotten (or diminished) by the time the next film is released.

It also helps to keep talent that you have spent thousands of dollars and hours developing, from leaving the industry, and with them your investment of time and money.

Hopefully, it can also help to develop filmmakers who have a lifetime of filmmaking skills and intuition under their belt, and who will make all the more brilliant and engaging films because of it.




Thank you for your time and sorry for any naïve comments.

Name withheld




8

