Response to the draft SA guidelines - Carolyn Johnson – November 2008
Change is stimulating and I applaud the intention to do more than re-badge the old guidelines.  However I have the following areas of concern...

DEVELOPMENT INVESTMENT - Features

Under the proposed guidelines Development Investment will be restricted to experienced practitioners.  The Enterprise Program is aimed at experienced practitioners with well-formed networks and a broad slate.  Project-by-Project development should be available to partly-experienced or emerging producers and teams.   

The development phase is not the time to lock emerging practitioners out.  Nor is it the time to force an alliance with an Experienced Producer who may not be right for the project in the long term.  By definition, emerging producers have limited, albeit growing, networks and may find themselves attaching one of the few people they know or contacting a complete stranger.  This is a precarious basis for a development team.

The proposed definition of Experienced Producer is backward-looking.  It needs to allow for broad sources of ‘equivalent experience’ to assess the producer’s ability to manage development of the project at hand.  For example a producer may have training and quals, experience in producing funded drama (TV or short), multimedia or corporate content creation, broadcast documentary credits and/or experience working on features in another key role, experience in distribution or in script development.  They may have acquired all the skills to produce a feature at the expected budget level and deserve a single card credit as producer; or they may later attach an EP to help raise the production budget, if they choose or the market demands.  It is not the role of a government agency to insist on a shotgun wedding, particularly during the DEVELOPMENT phase.  

We also know there are people who have acquired a co-producing or EP credit without it being their trade.  Their past credit may not reflect their ability to contribute to the proposed project.

What would be a useful addition, and is perhaps the goal behind attaching an Experienced Producer at an early stage, is feedback on the market and financing potential so that projects are dropped if they are not viable, or the concept altered.   A more effective mechanism could be the insistence on a ‘market and finance’ report by a consultant (probably an experienced producer) from draft two or three onwards.  

An assessment of marketability during a project’s development phase is a good thing.  Let’s not assume that no Emerging Producer has a feel for it or the relevant experience to assess it, and that anyone who has a producing credit on a past feature film does have it, and that that’s the only way to get such input into the development phase.
In addition, the criterion that the qualifying credit must be on a feature screened in more than ten cinemas needs review.  As much relevant experience is gained producing a film which screens on less than ten.
FUNDING IS FOR...

Actor workshops, script readings, and other collaborative development processes should be included in the definition.

RECOUPMENT

As I read it, recoupment of development investment only applies if there is further investment by Screen Australia.  (Have I got this right?)

If tax-payer funds are provided for development via Screen Australia then production funding is raised privately, why would tax-payers not recoup the development investment?  

PRODUCTION INVESTMENT – FEATURE FILMS

ELIGIBLE PROJECTS

I note that as well as passing the SAC test “the films must also have cultural merit”.  Why is the SAC test not enough?  Is ‘cultural merit’ a euphemism for ‘on-screen Australian content’? and does that disqualify Australians from making films with international cultural merit?  I offer SON OF A LION as an example.

DOCUMENTARY DEVELOPMENT

Documentaries often form an important stepping stone for producers and directors building a long-term career in filmmaking.  A diversified slate should be encouraged, rather than pigeon-holing documentary-making as separate from drama-making.  Why quarantine project-by-project development for experienced doco practitioners only?   The Enterprise Program is available to the experienced documentary-maker.  
If funded short film production is to be abandoned, what other professional-development stepping stones are available to an emerging producer, bigger than a $30k volunteer-based short film, yet smaller than a feature film?  Many a drama producer has made a $300k(or so) TV documentary along the way, and done so with less prior credits than proposed in the new guidelines (eg. Liz Watts, Tristan Miall, Melanie Coombs.)  

Broadcasters increasingly will not consider a documentary pre-sale without first seeing some footage.  Similarly, the AIDC Meetmarket insists on shot-and-edited footage in its eligibility criteria.  How will new documentary practitioners be identified if there is no support to get their projects off the ground?  Documentary Development takes more than time; there can be significant out-of-pocket expenses.  If they are shut out of Development Investment because they have less than three prior broadcast credits, those voices will never be heard; unless they happen to be independently wealthy.  

A shotgun wedding with an eligible practitioner, formed only to tick Screen Australia’s box, will encourage an ‘old boys (and girls) club’ of those who lend their name for a fee.  It disempowers emerging producers and directors who have gained a range of relevant experience, enough to develop the project, but have less than three broadcast credits.  If additional experience is needed in the team, that is a call to be made by a broadcaster prior to a pre-sale, or by investors at funding stage, or by the producer and director themselves – choosing to add an appropriate co-producer or EP or consultant to strengthen the team.   
It is disrespectful to assume that no-one can have acquired the relevant knowledge without three broadcast credits, and that anyone who has those credits, will have the knowledge.  This new eligibility criterion is a blunt tool.  

SHORT FILM PRODUCTION
I add to the calls for the re-instatement of short film production funding.  In the absence of meaningful apprenticeships, short films are the primary experiential learning tool we have in the film and television industry.  No-one learns how to take whole-of-project responsibility as a head-of-department or producer or director through piecemeal attachments and workshops.   It is a vital step in the career development of DoP’s, Designers, Editors, Composers, Production Managers, 1stADs, Directors and Producers.  
Making a short film with $30k FTO EFF money lets you learn how to scrounge favours and make do with volunteers, but it doesn’t buy the experience of working with a professional grip and gaffer and art department and lab liaison and cost reports.  

Inside educational institutions there is a resource allocation (you can use this camera and that edit suite) and students have to work with whoever enrols at the same time.  It doesn’t afford the experience of selecting a team and paying them PAYG plus super and workers comp.  It provides no experience in selecting a facility where one is a professional client, or managing that relationship to get value-for-money while having the facility agree to work with you ever again.

Take away funded shorts and you take away a rung of the ladder.  There needs to be a mechanism for supporting shorts in which:

· One third/half the crew are paid professionals (and to keep budget levels down, allow the other half to be volunteers);

· there is a level of equipment, facilities and processes to be managed that are akin to a typical TV drama or feature film;

· require a professional level of management and business reporting;

· don’t require the Producer and Director to be independently wealthy, or expect investors to invest in a non-commercial project.

Shorts have aided many a producer to convince a distributor, sales agent or broadcaster to put up significant market attachments.   A scratchy backyard $5k amateur short does not convince the market that a producer and director are ready to be trusted with millions.

To develop great drama practitioners, there has to be a step between a budget of $30,000 and a budget of $3,000,000.

I understand a survey was done to track the progression from shorts to features.  Did this cover ALL key roles, or only directors?  What portion of feature and TV and documentary Directors and Producers and DoPs and Costume Designers and Production Designers and Editors and Composers and Sound Designers had at least one short film credit?  At the very least, I think Screen Australia owes the industry a more detailed explanation for its decision. 
MARKETING & DISTRIBUTION – Whilst Marketing and Distribution doesn’t form part of these Investment Guidelines, I believe there is room for improvement.  I would like to know Screen Australia’s plans and budget in this area.  

EXHIBITOR INCENTIVES?

An obstacle to getting Australian films in front of wider Australian audiences is getting the screens, particularly as our ad budgets are often small or thinly spread.  
We need to be in dialogue with the exhibitors about what incentives would encourage them to favour Australian films.  Eg. Would first week subsidised press ads make a difference? or support for Q&A events (eg. cast/director roadshows) to generate localised publicity? or a rebate?  Or a points system?
We can’t make the audience like a film, but we can make them aware of it.  Once a cinema has taken on a film, it will still remove it from the screens as soon as something with a potentially higher screen average comes along, but let’s lower the barrier to getting those screens in the first place.  

MARKETING LOANS 
I encourage the retention of marketing loans.  The risks are small (the prospects of repayment can be judged from the finished film, and the term of the loan is short), and it allows smaller distributors to cashflow press ads and other marketing support ahead of box office returns.    

We have a small number of medium/larger distributors in Australia whose pockets are deep enough and slates broad enough to cashflow marketing costs, but from time to time their slates are full and they run out of capacity to take on more Australian product at a particular time.  It is important to keep the barriers to entry low so newer or smaller distributors can continue to take on Australian films.

Underlying Principles

Two areas of market-failure that can rightly be addressed through government intervention are:

A.  Practitioner Development 

B.  Project Development

PRACTITIONER DEVELOPMENT

It is in the nature of filmmaking that being an assistant or apprentice doesn’t prepare a head-of department to take on whole-of-project responsibility.  By its nature as a creative endeavour, it doesn’t suit full-time in-house staff under a large corporate umbrella with company-funded training and professional development schemes run by a HR department.  Instead, practitioners take responsibility for building their own careers through a range of projects, freelance work, and self-funded training, to build themselves a sustainable business.
To build a career as a producer one moves up through budget levels: $3k, $30k, $300k, $3m... Internships, mentorships, associate producing gigs are other elements one might harness.  But really, one must just do it; produce a project solo, with a single card credit.  One may attach consultants, surround oneself with a good line producer/distributor/ mentor, or find other ways to fill the gaps in one’s own experience.  Keeping producers in cottonwool until they have produced a feature drama or three broadcast documentaries is not the experience they need.  Let them stand on their own two feet on short drama and their first broadcast doco credit; it’s the best form of practitioner development.
It is a legitimate role for a government agency to facilitate practitioner development.  Unfortunately, some aspects of these guidelines create obstacles to a self-managed career, rather than building blocks.

PROJECT DEVELOPMENT

Development is highly speculative, too speculative to attract commercial investment, so rightly the preserve of government support. 

It is also a delicate stage in the creative process.  As many experts have written, in the early stages it helps to keep a fledgling idea inside a safe cocoon, exposing it to only a few people who share trust and understanding, until the idea is properly formed and ready for wider exposure.  Squeezing it through a standardized process or attaching an inappropriate co-producer at the wrong time can squeeze the life out of an idea.  Each project needs to be nurtured by its main producer through its individual needs until it is ready to invite the input of selected others.  It is not the role of a government agency to disempower the producer or the creative team in the early stages of development.
