12 August 2010


The Hon Christopher Finlayson
Minister for Culture & Heritage
Parliament Buildings
Wellington


Dear Minister

Review of the New Zealand Film Commission – An Industry Response

Today, Thursday August 12, 2010, active film makers representing:

· The New Zealand Screen Production and Development Association (SPADA)
· The Screen Directors Guild of New Zealand (SDGNZ)
· The New Zealand Writers Guild (NZWG)
· Nga Aho Whakaari - Maori in Film, Video & Television Inc (NAW) 
· Women in Film & Television (WIFT)

Met to discuss the Review of the New Zealand Film Commission commissioned by you and written by Sir Peter Jackson and David Court (June 2010).

It was unanimously agreed that the report presents a once-in-a-generation opportunity to redefine the relationship between Film Makers and the NZFC. Given the views film makers expressed in the report, this is a change that is both timely and necessary. 

IT WAS AGREED:

The Importance of the NZFC
· The Government’s support of the New Zealand film industry through the NZFC has been fundamental to the development of our industry. Throughout all the debates regarding film funding in this country we film makers remain grateful for this support. The recommendations that follow are about building better:

· relationships between the NZFC and film makers
· basic operating procedures for film makers, NZFC Board and Staff.
· communication
· films

	Together we would like to deliver greater value for the tax payers’ dollars. 

Partnership
· The most fundamental change that the report calls for is encapsulated by the word “partnership”. We believe this represents more than just a change in basic operating procedures, but a fundamental shift in the way the NZFC and film makers work together. 
· This document is intended to be a vital and constructive step in the development of this new partnership.

The Treaty
· Partnership in this country begins with an acknowledgement of the Maori people as Tangata Whenua, and the Treaty of Waitangi as the basis of our nationhood. This must be embedded in every aspect of NZFC practice and policy.

Gender Equality
· The NZFC must recognise and acknowledge its responsibility to ensure gender equality.

The Talent Partnership Model
· Filmmakers embrace the report’s proposal of a move from the current “Arts Patronage” model of funding to a “Talent Partnership” model between the NZFC and the talent (writers, directors and producers), in which the NZFC is involved, flexible and accountable.

The NZFC Board
· Given the importance of this role within the industry and to ensure that the policy and strategy is informed by industry specialists, at least half the members of this board should be from the industry, nominated by the industry.

· With staff making all funding decisions, and the Board looking after policy, the film maker should experience consistency in development and funding. The process should be centred on the film maker.

NZFC Staff to be Empowered and Accountable
· Film makers agree that all funding decisions should be made by staff. This change has already been made. However the report is very clear when it states that staff empowerment must be matched by staff accountability.

· We recommend that senior NZFC Staff be appointed to appropriate fixed term contracts (a maximum of 3 years for development staff and 5 years for other staff) with strict performance criteria. These terms should be staggered to ensure a regular turnover of senior staff. The majority of senior staff should be New Zealanders. 

· Staff should have a deep understanding of the film making process, convey their decisions with clarity, be prepared to back their decisions and be able to empathise with film makers. 

Script Development
· Recognising the critical role of the screenplay in the film making process, a greater strategic focus should be placed on developing and nurturing screenwriting talent.

· The number of projects in development is currently excessive. By developing fewer projects it will allow better resources to be applied to projects.

· Appropriate and respectful communication is paramount and suggested communication should include, by way of example:

· upon arrival every development application to be acknowledged immediately by email;
· the majority of development decisions to be made within three weeks of submission, up to a maximum of six weeks for more complex advanced development applications;
· all development decisions to be communicated immediately to applicants after the decision is made and a clear and full written response within a maximum of one week; and
· to ensure flexibility and accountability, each project should be allocated to a particular development executive who will champion the project.
 
· “The NZFC should relax its commercial imperative in the development process, especially for first features”.

· People must be treated according to their talents and experience.
 
· "The need for a more streamlined development process".

· “The need for a larger, more skilled development staff”.

· “There should be flexibility in how development is funded.”

· We do not agree that NZFC staff should get an executive producer credit.

· Continuation of the "Producer Awards" and the “Writer Awards”.

· “Refocus the industry around the story tellers – whether they are writers, directors or producers”.

Existing Schemes (Short Films & Escalator)
· Short films play an important role in the development of talent. 

· In light of the changes recently announced with 'Fresh Shorts' and 'Premiere Shorts' these programmes should be implemented as planned and reviewed in two years’ time.  

· Similarly the same should apply to the Escalator scheme. Given that this has been implemented it should continue as planned.

The Long Term Game Plan
· “A talented writer should be able to receive funding without a director or producer attached at the start”.

· “A writer (or writer/director team) may choose not to have a producer attached until the script is deemed strong”.

· The NZFC should be able to provide 100% financing in appropriate cases.

· “The requirement that a NZ distributor be secured before a project is funded should be relaxed”.

· “There should be no restrictions on genre.  However, the passion of the film makers must be genuine, and the film must have an audience.  The NZFC must rely on gut-reaction in many of these areas”.

· “The NZFC should work to a long term game plan, and every dollar it spends should be aimed at achieving some aspect of that plan”. 

· “At the moment, the NZFC tends to be project driven – it focuses on the project that has been presented to it.  But it should look beyond that, with equal attention given to the creative talent, and how best to support them, to achieve long term objectives”.

· “The NZFC should invest in talent, and measure its success in more than box-office dollars”.

The Financing of Films in NZ and the Role of the NZFC
· We endorse the set-up of a Box Office Incentive Scheme.

· A Mezzanine Distribution Fund - we actively encourage the notion of distribution support but would like to work with the NZFC and the distribution sector to further develop the most appropriate model.

· Support retention and continuation of the LBSPG, PDV and SPIF.  Specifically in respect of the SPIF we encourage the lowering of the SPIF threshold to make it more effective. 

· It is the role of producers not the NZFC to develop new financial structures and instruments, and documentation.

Other NZFC Operations and Functions
· "From adversary to partner". In their dealings and negotiations with the NZFC, film makers should be treated not as adversaries but as partners.

· Equity Partnership model of 50:50 - as outlined in the Review.  

· Equity Reversion model.

· Both the Equity Partnership and Equity Reversion models should be introduced retrospectively.

· "Shared decision-making" with film makers.

· "Fewer schemes, simpler guidelines, more flexibility".

· "The Commission should pull back from sales and instead position itself as a producer's representative".

· The industry guilds and organisations will work with the NZFC to develop a strategic and planned shared training approach without the need for a new training entity.

· A ‘training levy’ of 0.5 per cent of total budget on all film productions which receive funding from the LBSPG or PDV or SPIF (excluding films in which the NZFC is an investor).

Information Sharing
· Film makers need data (statistical and otherwise) to inform their decisions.  The Film Commission sits on a wealth of information that could be more readily shared, for example:

· regular reports to be published (we suggest quarterly) showing the number of development applications that have been received, the amount of money that has been applied for, the number of projects that have received funding, the time-frames in which applications have been processed, the total money that has been committed to writers, directors and producers and the total that remains available for the rest of the financial year; and
· regular reports to be published (we suggest bi-annually) showing all current release films box office, DVD sales, TV ratings, etc in all territories of release (like the NZOA 'Funded Broadcasting Outcomes' on the MCH website) and sales price ranges for NZ films territory by territory.

Implementation of the Review
· Given the strength of the film maker feedback reflected in the Review and its acknowledgement of the "critical relationship" between film makers and the Film Commission we feel it is imperative and integral to the potential success of any of the proposed recommendations that film makers are actively involved in the implementation of the Review.

· We recognise that there is no defined process or timeline for the implementation of the Review.  In the spirit of constructive partnership the bodies represented in this forum look forward to ongoing discussion and consultation regarding the implementation of the above mentioned recommendations.


We thank you and the Government for your ongoing commitment to and support of the film industry and the NZ Film Commission in particular.  


Yours sincerely

The New Zealand Screen Production and Development Association (SPADA)
The Screen Directors Guild of New Zealand (SDGNZ)
The New Zealand Writers Guild (NZWG)
Nga Aho Whakaari - Maori in Film, Video & Television Inc (NAW) 
Women in Film & Television (WIFT)


CC:	Lewis Holden – CEO, Ministry for Culture & Heritage
	Patsy Reddy – Chairperson, NZ Film Commission
	Graeme Mason – CEO, NZ Film Commission
