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Abstract
Short film is a dynamic field of cultural production where filmmakers explore representations of
social identity and experiment with various aesthetic and technical modes of cinematic
communication. New Zealand short fiction film receives a relatively substantial sum of public
funding and has gained an impressive international reputation. Overshadowed by the more
visible medium of feature-length movies, however, short filmmaking attracts scant attention in
policy discourse or film scholarship.

This thesis investigates the neglected art form and significant sector of cinematic research and
development that is short film. Situating short film funding programmes in relation to
hegemonic and competing discourses in New Zealand cultural policy, I examine the shifting
rationales that justify offering public finance to filmmakers. After tracing the institutionalisation
of cultural nationalism and economic rationalism within film policy, this thesis considers the rise
of creative industries’ discourse and the heightened attention given to film by the fifth Labour
government. Interestingly, the recent discursive emphasis on filmmaking as a valuable industry,
effective nation-branding tool and critical site of social communication has not resulted in
significant changes to short film funding policies. There has nonetheless been an alignment
between the short film programmes administered by the New Zealand Film Commission and
Creative New Zealand, which suggests that the application of strategic goals and performance
measures is entrenched in the dominant approach to film policymaking.

Interrogating the dominant framing of short film as a means of talent development, this thesis
examines the funding process and outcomes of the Short Film Fund from 1997 to 2007. My
analysis focuses on the devolved funding decisions made by executive producers, as well as on
the scheme’s evaluation by the New Zealand Film Commission. A close reading of a sample of
short films illustrates the high quality but limited representations resulting from the framing of
short film as a ‘calling card’ for future feature filmmakers. I find that whilst forms of economic
rationalist discourse are employed to legitimise the allocation of public funds to short
filmmaking, they fail to demonstrate the intangible contributions of short film to New Zealand
cinema and the cultural public sphere.
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Glossary
AFC

Australian Film Commission

CANZ

Competitive Advantage New Zealand

CNZ

Creative New Zealand (formerly the Queen Elizabeth the Second Arts Council)

EP

Executive Producer

IFF

Independent Filmmakers Fund (administered by Creative New Zealand)

INZ

Industry New Zealand

KPI

Key Performance Indicator

MoCA

Ministry of Cultural Affairs (1991-1999)

MCH

Ministry of Culture and Heritage (1999-2008)

NZFC

New Zealand Film Commission

PODS

Producer Orientated Development Scheme (administered by NZFC)

SIPF

Screen Innovation Production Fund (administered by Creative New Zealand)

SOI

Statement of Intent

SPADA

Screen Production and Development Association (formerly Screen Producers and
Directors Association)

SPIT

Screen Production Industry Taskforce

TVC

Television commercial

TVNZ

Television New Zealand
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Chapter One: Introduction
Short films are a rarified form, which serve to reflect the consciousness of our artists in a purer
way than most feature films. With ideas often less diluted or altered by commercial imperatives,
NZ short films hold tremendous cultural significance.1
Short film was the first form of cinema and continues to play a vital role in contemporary
filmmaking, yet it receives little public, political or academic attention. When short film is
mentioned by the media, in academic work or in policy statements, it is typically referred to as
the smaller, less interesting relative of the feature film. As Mette Hjort comments, ‘The short
film is in many ways the neglected stepchild of cinema studies.’2 Compared to feature-length
movies, short films have a limited audience and their commercial value is negligible. They
receive only a tiny spoonful of the public resources allocated to the arts and their budgets are a
mere fraction of those of feature films. The high investment required in feature filmmaking
results in a somewhat unsteady local industry, which has struggled to continually release high
quality movies. Short film has nonetheless been a constant feature on the New Zealand cinema
landscape.

New Zealand short film has an outstanding international reputation. While very few New
Zealand-made feature films have been selected for the Festival de Cannes, New Zealand has
produced more short films that have competed at this prestigious international event than any
other country, apart from France.3 Some European scholars with an interest in short film use
New Zealand texts as examples of good practice.4 International onlookers marvel at the level of
exposure and recognition achieved by New Zealand short film relative to the country’s small
population and limited resources.5

Factors such as the creative freedom of independent

1

Simon Raby, quoted in: ‘An exhibition highlighting the cinematography of Simon Raby’ (advertising postcard),
The Film Archive, Auckland, 2008
2
Mette Hjort, "What’s so Funny? Reflections on Jokes and Short Films," P.O.V. 9 (2000), http://pov.imv.au.dk/
Issue_09/section_2/artc4A.html (accessed 1 June 2009).
3
New Zealand Film Commission, "Two New Zealand Shorts Chosen for Cannes Film Festival", 29 April 2009,
http://www.nzfilm.co.nz/NewsAndMedia/NewsAndPressReleases/News/TWO_NEW_ZEALAND_SHORTS_
CHOSEN_FOR_CANNES_FILM_FEST.aspx (accessed 22 May 2009).
4
Richard Raskin, The Art of the Short Fiction Film: A Shot by Shot Study of Nine Modern Classics (Jefferson:
McFarland, 2002); Symon Quy, Teaching Short Films (London: BFI, 2007).
5
Jason Beaudry, Jennifer Chen, and Shane Smith, "Short Film Research Study," The Canadian Film Centre's
Worldwide Short Film Festival (2006); Richard Raskin, "An Interview with Gregor Nicholas on Avondale Dogs,"
P.O.V. 1 (March 1996): http://pov.imv.au.dk/Issue_01/Avndldg/Avndldg7.html (accessed 16 April 2009); Raskin,
"An Interview with Alison Maclean on Kitchen Sink," P.O.V. 13 (2002), http://pov.imv.au.dk/Issue_25/section_1/
artc2A.html (accessed 16 April 2009).
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filmmakers and the targeted policies of government agencies have been presented as causal
agents for this surprising level of success in a country without a strong short film culture.6

This thesis explores the policies and practices of national funding agencies, particularly those of
the New Zealand Film Commission (NZFC), to provide an explanation for the impressive
quantity and quality of New Zealand short filmmaking. The primary focus is not international
impressions of New Zealand short films, but the different mechanisms used by government
agencies to fund this somewhat obscure form of cinema. The various reasons for state assistance
of short film are examined within the context of debates about public support for artistic
activities and cultural development.

These rationales are often left unarticulated in policy

debates, particularly when dominant agents take it for granted that the government should fund
filmmaking. Film policy disagreements are more commonly located in classic questions of
resource distribution: what should be funded and how should funding be allocated? Any answer
to these questions is informed by a particular perspective on the role of cinema in society. This
thesis aims to enhance our understanding of film policy controversies by highlighting the
underlying beliefs and values that have informed debates about film funding and subsequently
influenced decisions regarding support for short film. Through a qualitative analysis of policy
discourse and outcomes, it shows that the dominant framing of short film as a form of talent
development has influenced the types of projects that are made with NZFC funding.

After defining the scope, context and method of my study, the following chapter outlines the
historical developments in film funding policy in New Zealand. This introduction discusses the
principal theoretical approaches that frame my thesis: discourse analysis and a textual reading of
national cinema. Chapter Two then identifies the discourses used in the campaign for and
establishment of the NZFC, along with ongoing debates regarding its purpose and policies. The
competing yet sometimes complementary discourses of cultural nationalism, economic
rationalism, biculturalism, cultural diversity and the creative industries are explored in relation to
developments in cultural policy and the practices of film funding agencies. The dichotomy of
culture versus commerce that underpins much arts policy conflict is found to oversimplify
complex discursive frames and shifting priorities.

6

Beaudry, Chen, and Smith, "Short Film Research Study"; Lindsay Shelton, The Selling of New Zealand Movies:
The Inside Story of the Deal-making, Shrewd Moves and Sheer Luck that took New Zealand Films from Obscurity to
the Top of the World (Wellington: Awa Press, 2005); Maclean, in Raskin, " Interview with Alison Maclean."
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Chapter Three presents a detailed outline of the funding available to short filmmakers in New
Zealand. The programmes offered by the NZFC and Creative New Zealand (CNZ) are analysed
in relation to dominant discourses within public policy and are found to reflect an increasing
alignment with the principles of economic rationalism espoused by recent governments. This
research reveals that the intrinsic value of short film as a rich form of cultural production has
decreasing weight in policy discourse. The NZFC consistently emphasises its instrumental value
in relation to feature film, which is a more legitimate medium of state-funded cultural activity.

Consequently, evaluation of short film policy focuses on the strategy of industry talent
development and a narrow range of performance indicators. This economic rationalist approach
to film funding policy is described in Chapter Four, which examines the most recent NZFC
review of its approach to short film. This chapter also considers the process and criteria used by
contracted Executive Producers to make short film funding decisions between 1997 and 2007,
focusing on a sample of sixteen short films made with NZFC production finance. The extent to
which devolved decisions meet NZFC requirements is explored in relation to the goals of forging
creative teams who demonstrate feature filmmaking potential and supporting Maori filmmaking.

While Chapter Four focuses on outputs, the next chapter looks more closely at outcomes.
Chapter Five introduces some alternative criteria to determine the extent to which NZFC short
films articulate the ideologies underlying the policies that enabled their creators to receive
funding. While short filmmakers may align themselves with creative industries discourse and
embrace the NZFC development objective, the quality films they produce do not necessarily
represent the ‘New Zealand brand’ in the way desired by policymakers. The framework of
national cinema is applied in a close reading of the sixteen selected films to identify culturally
specific representations and nationalist discourses in these texts. This interpretative analysis
finds that short filmmakers are often indifferent and sometimes resistant to hegemonic myths of
cultural nationalism, but frequently align their practices with the dominant framing of short film
as a pathway to feature filmmaking.

In the conclusion I pinpoint the dominant trends in New Zealand film policy and state-funded
short filmmaking while acknowledging the difficulty of proving causal relationships within this
dynamic field. Film funding policy is a contested discursive terrain that has been greatly
affected by economic rationalism, particularly in the application of performance measures in
policy evaluation. The emphasis on strategic targets fails to represent the full value of short film,
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which is a rich form of cultural production with the potential to contribute to the development of
cinematic techniques and to the circulation of socially meaningful ideas. While some NZFC
short films fulfil their aesthetic and social potential, the focus on director talent development
does not encourage experimentation, challenging representations or promoting marginalised
voices within state-funded short filmmaking.

The effective attention to Maori filmmaking

demonstrates the potential for film policy to ensure certain groups are represented behind and in
front of the camera, enabling them to make important contributions to New Zealand national
cinema, without dictating aesthetic outcomes.

Framing short film: forms and functions

Short film tends to be defined in relation to feature film, predominantly on the basis of its
duration. Scholars and filmmakers alike usually delimit a ‘short’ as a film with a running time of
less than 30 minutes.7 The international marketplace dictates an even shorter duration, where
five to fifteen minutes is the norm.8 The lesser duration of short film compared with feature film
translates in fewer economic or industrial constraints and greater creative freedom, which allows
for more experimentation and innovation than in mainstream film production.9 The label ‘short
film’ can be applied to work on film or video, although some authors use the term ‘video’ to
distinguish alternative or amateur practices from the production of short fiction films.10

In The Film Encyclopedia, Ephraim Katz notes the multiple functions of short film, as both a
‘training and testing ground’ where new talent and techniques reveal themselves, and as a
vehicle for artistic expression and social commentary.11 While there are many types of short
film, there are two principal forms, excluding commercials and music videos, which many
7

Symon Quy, "In Short Supply," Media Magazine, February 2005, 1; Bevin Yeatman, "What Makes a Short Fiction
Film Good?," P.O.V. 5 (1998); Alex Cole-Baker, "The Short Film: Issues of Funding and Distribution," in
Contemporary New Zealand Cinema: From New Wave to Blockbuster, ed. Ian Conrich and Stuart Murray (London:
I.B. Tauris, 2008); Eileen Elsey and Andrew Kelly, In Short: A Guide to Short Film-making in the Digital Age
(London: British Film Institute, 2002), 2-3; Ephraim Katz, The Film Encyclopedia, 2nd ed. (New York:
HarperCollins, 1994), 1248.
8
Jeremy Howe, "Shorts and the Real World – The Relationship between the Short and the Feature Film," Journal of
Media Practice 4: 3 (2004), 177; Cole-Baker, "Short Film," 49; Raskin, Art of the Short Fiction Film, 3.
9
Reinhard W. Wolf, "What is Cinema – What is Short Film?" (2006), http://www.shortfilm.de/en/short-filmmagazine/archive/topic/what-is-cinema-what-is-short-film.html (accessed 12 August 2008); Quy, Teaching Short
Films, 11.
10
For a New Zealand perspective on the difference between short film and video, see Tessa Laird, "No Dodo:
Lawrence Macdonald Interviewed by Tessa Laird," Log Illustrated, 1 (1997),
http://www.physicsroom.org.nz/log/archive/1/dodo/ (accessed 10 May 2009). For an international perspective that
draws on ethnographic research to identify ways of categorising contemporary short video and filmmakers, see
Pekka Isomursu et al., "Internet-Based Amateur Video Delivery: The Users and Their Requirements," (paper
presented at the 37th Hawaii International Conference on System Sciences, 5-8 January 2004).
11
Katz, The Film Encyclopedia, 1248.
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authors fail to explicitly differentiate: narrative and experimental films. It is possible to see these
two modes as binary oppositions on a continuum from ‘condensed classical narrative’ at one end
to an arrangement of abstract images at the other.12 The majority of recent books offering
guidance to novice short filmmakers focus almost exclusively on the ‘condensed classical
narrative’.13 In New Zealand, the little scholarship available on short film tends to focus either
on experimental filmmaking or on live action narrative dramas, giving the impression that the
form depicted is the only legitimate type of short filmmaking.14 It is important to recognise that
although there are parallels between short fiction filmmaking and experimental video production,
there is a difference between short film with an experimental narrative and non-narrative
experimental film.15 The partial representation of New Zealand short filmmaking is a result of
limited scholarship; there is no developed academic framework within which to discuss short
film. As Adrian Martin argues, ‘the aesthetics of the short film [is] an underdeveloped and
underdiscussed area’.16 Although this thesis considers film funding by CNZ, which supports
documentaries and experimental films as well as narrative dramas, it focuses on the form as
defined and supported by the NZFC. As we shall see, this means short fiction film.

The framing of short film by the primary funding agency in New Zealand combines European
and American attitudes to the medium. The extensive infrastructure of state-funded agencies
offering financial support to filmmakers and the plethora of festivals showcasing short films
from around the world are indicative of the value attached to short film as an art form in
Europe.17 Exhibition opportunities for short film are much more limited in the United States,

12

Andreas Kakiou Halskov, "Everything but the Kitchen Sink," P.O.V. 25 (2008), http://pov.imv.au.dk/Issue_25/
section_1/artc5A.html (accessed 16 April 2009). See also Hester Joyce, "In Development: Scriptwriting Policies
and Practice in the New Zealand Film Commission 1978-1995" (PhD Thesis, University of Auckland, 2003), 79-80;
Nick Lacey, Media Institutions and Audiences: Key Concepts in Media Studies (Basingstoke: Palgrave, 2002), 121122.
13
The modifier ‘fiction’ should be inserted into the phrase ‘short film’ in the following titles: Patricia Cooper and
Ken Dancyger, Writing the Short Film, 3rd ed. (Burlington: Elsevier/Focal Press, 2005); Linda J. Cowgill, Writing
Short Films: Structure and Content for Screenwriters, 2nd ed. (Los Angeles: Lone Eagle, 2005); Elsey and Kelly, In
Short. An exception, which includes animation and documentary in addition to live action narrative films in its case
studies is: David K. Irving and Peter W. Rea, Producing and Directing the Short Film and Video, 3rd ed.
(Amsterdam: Elsevier, 2006).
14
Cole-Baker, "Short Film"; Roger Horrocks, "Alternatives: Experimental Filmmaking in New Zealand," in Film in
Aotearoa New Zealand, ed. Jonathan Dennis and Jan Bieringa (Wellington: Victoria University Press, 1996). An
exception is Yeatman’s frame critical analysis, which outlines the different ways in which New Zealand directors,
producers, bureaucrats and students perceive of and define short film as a product and/or a practice: Yeatman,
"What Makes a Short Fiction Film Good?"
15
Cooper and Dancyger, Writing the Short Film, 205, 229-230.
16
Adrian Martin, "The Seconds Pile Up," http://www.der.org/jean-rouch/pdf/SecondsPileUp_AMartin.pdf (accessed
5 May 2009).
17
Reinhard W. Wolf, "Short Film at Festivals: Some Current Repositionings," (2006), http://www.shortfilm.de/
index.php?id=2222&L=2#c4586 (accessed 5 May 2009). According to David King, however, apart from the
widespread interest in short films in France, they are not taken seriously in most European countries. King, "The
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where the medium tends to be treated as a ‘portfolio piece’ or ‘calling card’.18 The significant
level of support offered by the NZFC resembles a European appreciation of the intrinsic value of
short film while its limited exhibition opportunities and low public profile suggest the dominant
attitude towards short film in New Zealand society is closer to that of the United States.

Despite its low public profile, short film benefits from a significant level of support from New
Zealand cultural funding agencies. Of the three state-funded agencies that support audiovisual
production in New Zealand, two provide targeted finance for short filmmaking. The NZFC is
the primary agency which distributes funds for films. Its key activities are providing financial
and logistical support to New Zealand filmmakers for the development and production of feature
and short films; selling and marketing New Zealand films; and industry support and professional
development.19 The NZFC hence offers production and post production funding to short fiction
films.

CNZ supports the costs of production, post production and duplication for some

documentaries, short and experimental films; and New Zealand on Air (NZ On Air) provides
funding for music videos and audiovisual productions that are guaranteed television airtime or
explore digital distribution opportunities. The NZFC and CNZ, which have stand-alone funds
(discussed in Chapter Three) specifically targeting short film, receive funding from the Lottery
Grants Board as well as the government. Both agencies report to the Ministry for (Arts,) Culture
and Heritage and are thus allocated resources according to the government’s arts and culture
policy.

It is hard to quantify the amount of short film production in New Zealand, due to the various
levels at which this activity occurs.20 Between thirty and fifty short films are made each year
with direct state assistance. In addition to the funds managed by CNZ and the NZFC, there are
two other key sources of funding in New Zealand, each resulting in different kinds of films:

Long and the Short of it: European against Australian Attitudes toward Short Films and their Makers," Metro
Magazine: 137 (2003), 148.
18
Cooper and Dancyger, Writing the Short Film, 225-227.
19
The NZFC also administers the approval of official co-productions and certification of New Zealand films for tax
purposes, and contributes to policy development.
20
See Appendices 1 and 2. Until 2004, SPADA undertook an annual survey on the screen production industry that
measured levels of investment in short film production but note that their data ‘does not capture total activity in
short film making as there are a considerable number of grassroots / self-funded projects that are not able to be
effectively tracked.’ Screen Production and Development Association, "Survey of Screen Production in New
Zealand 2004," (Colmar Brunton, 2004). 34. Since then, Statistics New Zealand has conducted a similar annual
survey; however, their published data does not provide any detailed statistics on short film production financing.
See: Statistics New Zealand, "Screen Industry in New Zealand: 2006," (Wellington: 2007). A 2003 report suggests
that, on average, four or five ‘alternative’ short films are made per month in New Zealand. Deborah Jones et al.,
"NZfilm: A Case Study of the New Zealand Film Industry," ed. Competitive Advantage New Zealand (Wellington:
Victoria University of Wellington, 2003), 38.
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tertiary institutions and self-funding. Of the numerous short films and videos made by students,
many are merely an exercise, but some find audiences beyond the educational institution.21
While film students are able to benefit from the resources and guidance offered by tertiary
institutions, their inexperience frequently results in low production values and overly long
films.22 Occasionally, experienced filmmakers employed at a tertiary institution make use of its
resources to produce a high quality short film. There are also a number of filmmakers who do
not gain institutional support of any kind but manage to fund their own short films. These films
may be highly political or personal, or simply do not fit the criteria of public funding agencies.
There is very little private sponsorship of short film production in New Zealand.23 Some argue
this represents untapped potential.24 No matter how a short film is funded, it still relies on an
‘economy of favours’. It would be difficult to find an example of a short film that had not
benefited from ‘in kind’ services and donations in the form of, for example, discounted film
stock or crew members working for reduced rates.25

Recent film funding policy and relevant scholarship in New Zealand

Filmmakers in New Zealand have benefited in recent years from an unprecedented level of
financial assistance from the state. After funding freezes and even decreases in the 1980s and
1990s, the last decade has seen public funding for film more than double from $9.3 million in
1996 to $19.3 million in 2006.26 While the Lottery Board grant has remained fairly stable, the
annual government allocation to the NZFC rose exponentially from $890,000 in 1996 to $10.9
million in 2006. The fifth Labour government, whose leader Helen Clark was also Minister for
Culture and Heritage, demonstrated its support for film both discursively and substantively.
21

Cole-Baker, "Short Film," 56; Elsey and Kelly, In Short, 8.
Cole-Baker, "Short Film," 50-51; Richard Raskin, "On Pacing in the Short Fiction Film," Journal of Media
Practice 7, no. 2 (2006): 159.
23
See Appendix 1. Screen Production and Development Association, "Survey of Screen Production in New Zealand
1999," (Colmar Brunton Research, 1999), 35; "Survey of Screen Production in New Zealand 2004," 35.
24
Chaz Harris, "Opportunities Beyond the Box," TAKE 54, Autumn 2009; Elsey and Kelly, In Short, 131; Andrew
Kelly, "Creative Partnerships: Fundraising for Short Film Projects," International Journal of Nonprofit and
Voluntary Sector Marketing 6, no. 1 (2001); Larry Parr has suggested that reducing NZFC budgets might encourage
more entrepreneurial practices or innovative approaches by New Zealand filmmakers, in Virginia Pitts, "CrossCultural Filmmaking in New Zealand National Cinema" (PhD Thesis, University of Auckland, 2008), 127. By
contrast, the NZFC believes ‘there is evidence that short film producers and executive producers are being
entrepreneurial in seeking out financing’. See Juliette Veber et al., "Review of NZFC Short Film Strategy," (New
Zealand Film Commission, 2007), 54, 60.
25
Veber et al., "Review of NZFC Short Film Strategy," 54; Cole-Baker, "Short Film," 57; Bevin Yeatman, "Policy
and Practice: Funding and strategies for short film in New Zealand 1994-1998" (PhD Thesis, Waikato University,
1998), 140; Irving and Rea, Producing and Directing, 3.
26
These sums include the NZFC income from both the Lottery Board and Government grants, as well as the
additional funding offered through the SIPF by Creative New Zealand (and, in 1996, NZ On Air). Yeatman, "Policy
and Practice," 235; New Zealand Film Commission, "Report of the New Zealand Film Commission for the year
ending 30 June 2007" (2007).
22
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Previous academic research has examined the development of Labour’s ‘third way’ cultural
policy, as discussed in Chapter Two, but it has not examined its tangible effects on audiovisual
content.27

There has been a significant amount of research conducted recently on feature filmmaking in
New Zealand, and many studies have considered the policy context; however, little attention has
been given to short film. Most of these studies draw on earlier work by Roger Horrocks and an
insightful article by American scholar Gregory Waller, who traces the development of the NZFC
with reference to historically situated discourses.28 Since arriving in New Zealand in 2004,
Duncan Petrie has been responsible for numerous publications on local cinema, in which he
recognises the important role played by the national film commission.29 Lorna Kaino, Bridget
Conor and Jennifer Lawn each consider the effects of recent governmental discourses on the
New Zealand feature film industry, particularly the rhetoric of creative industries and nationbranding.30 The doctoral theses of Hester Joyce and Virginia Pitts offer an informative analysis
of the policies and practices of the NZFC in relation to feature film scriptwriting and crosscultural filmmaking, respectively.31 While Pitts’ primary interest lies in feature filmmaking, she
also provides a detailed case study of two ‘intercultural’ short film projects, which represent a
more collaborative process than the average short film made with NZFC production finance.32
The only substantial study of short film funding in New Zealand is the thesis completed in 1998

27

Peter Skilling, "Brave New Zealand: the Construction of a New Zealand Identity" (PhD Thesis, University of
Auckland, 2008); Elizabeth Margaret O'Halloran, "Towards a 'Third Way' in Art and Cultural Policy in New
Zealand" (MA Thesis, University of Auckland, 2003); Elizabeth M. Grierson, "The Arts and Creative Industries:
New Alliances in the Humanities" (paper presented at the Hawaii International Conference on Arts & Humanities,
Sheraton Waikiki Hotel, Hawaii, 12-15 January 2003); Jennifer Lawn, "Arts, Culture and Heritage," in A Third
Term? Evaluating the Policy Legacy of the Labour-led Government, 1999-2005, ed. Mike O'Brien (Auckland:
Massey University School of Social and Cultural Studies, 2005). Jennifer Lawn and Bronwyn Beatty contextualise
their analysis of Labour’s cultural policy by considering its effects on feature film production; however, they do not
include consideration of any effects on the style and content of New Zealand filmmaking, in "Getting to
Wellywood: National Branding and the Globalisation of the New Zealand Film Industry," Post Script - Essays in
Film and the Humanities 24, no. 2-3 (2004).
28
See, for example, Horrocks, "New Zealand Cinema," in Twin Peeks: Australian and New Zealand Feature Films,
ed. Deb Verhoeven (Melbourne: Damned Publishing, 1999). Gregory A Waller, "The New Zealand Film
Commission: Promoting an Industry, Forging a National Identity," Historical Journal of Film, Radio and Television
16, no. 2 (1996).
29
Duncan Petrie and Duncan Stuart, eds., A Coming of Age: Thirty Years of New Zealand Film (Auckland: Random
House, 2008); Petrie, "New Zealand Cinema," in The Cinema of Small Nations, ed. Mette Hjort and Duncan J. Petrie
(Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2007); Petrie, Shot in New Zealand: The Art and Craft of the Kiwi
Cinematographer (Auckland: Random House, 2007).
30
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by Bevin Yeatman who recognises that short film offers an interesting site for examination at the
intersection of arts funding policies and filmmaking practices.33 The impressive track record of
New Zealand short filmmaking is mentioned in Lindsay Shelton’s account of his experience as
NZFC Marketing Director, as well as in the book edited by Petrie and Duncan Stuart, which was
released to celebrate the thirtieth anniversary of the NZFC.34

Occasionally, short film is

discussed seriously as an important form of cinematic production in New Zealand.35 Short film
is not mentioned in several industry-orientated reports that consider the infrastructure and
capability issues within the screen production sector.36

This thesis follows the approach of the scholars mentioned above in its focus on the institutional
aspect of New Zealand national cinema. ‘The stories a nation tells in film are in many respects
predetermined by the industrial, economic and political realities that frame film production,’
states Joyce, arguing that the policies and practices of the NZFC have been ‘instrumental in
defining “a New Zealand film”.’37 Petrie and Waller concur that the NZFC is largely responsible
for creating the infrastructure in which New Zealand filmmaking is possible.38

As Stuart

Cunningham explains, this infrastructure is ‘the integration of policy, institutions and industrial
practices as they together provide mechanisms for defining, justifying and delivering culture to
audiences.’39 Policy leadership has been highlighted as a significant factor at different levels.
The value placed on cultural policy by Clark, which addressed the problem of the arts’
marginalisation from the policy agenda, is highlighted by Kaino as an example of the importance
of policy leadership.40 Joyce points to individual leaders within the NZFC such as Jim Booth
and Judith McCann who drove major developments in the agency, such as its attention to script

33
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development.41 As Chapter Two illustrates, former Chief Executive Ruth Harley also had a
distinctive approach to NZFC practices and made an influential contribution to policy discourse.

In 1996, Jan Bieringa and Jonathan Dennis bemoaned the paucity of New Zealand film
scholarship.42 Since then, publications on New Zealand films have burgeoned, the majority of
which position their study as one of national cinema.43 The use of the singular term ‘national
cinema’ in research and anthologies on New Zealand film implies that there is a central body or
canon of locally produced films which share some distinctive features. As scholars like Andrew
Higson and Stephen Crofts suggest, such a canonisation of national cinema is inherently
exclusive.44

Local scholars such as Horrocks and Pitts demonstrate an awareness of this

restrictive academic frame, the latter stating:
As with any national cinema, New Zealand films include a diverse range of genres and
representations and, given the tiny cinematic output of the nation, any attempt to
generalise can be fraught with accusations of undue selectiveness and extrapolation.45
Although the increasing importance of social, ethnic and gender identities has reduced the
centrality of nationalistic discourse in cinema practice and theory, and the nation-state is
somewhat threatened by globalisation and neoliberalism, the concept of the nation remains
relevant to contemporary cinema studies.46 Despite globalisation and cosmopolitanism, people
still tend to identify with a nation, and cinema continues to be an integral part of the cultural
public sphere where ideas about national identity are represented and debated.47 The rhetorical
emphasis of recent New Zealand governments on cinema as a suitable vehicle for circulating
representations of cultural and national identities is not at odds with contemporary film studies
41
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scholarship. While film theorists continue to employ national cinema as a useful framework for
studying film, there is an increasing awareness of the tension between the unifying construct of
national identity and the diverse representations emerging from contemporary national
cinemas.48

Taking into account the key contributions from the margins, Susan Hayward

describes the ‘paradox of national cinema’ as such: ‘it will always – in its forming – go against
the underlying principles of nationalism and be at cross purposes with the originating idea of the
nation as a unified identity.’49

Any description of New Zealand cinema itself constructs a particular image of the nation,
defined by the representations in the films selected for discussion, and by way of their
contextualisation. Although there was much resistance to Sam Neill’s description of New
Zealand filmmaking as ‘brooding and troubled’, in his 1995 documentary Cinema of Unease,
this typology for identifying and understanding New Zealand cinema has lingered. Indeed, it is
evoked in nearly every academic publication on New Zealand national cinema, with many
authors continuing to use it as a frame of reference or point of departure.50 Even in their
respective reviews of contemporary short films, Kathy Dudding evokes ‘the dark sensibility that
is prevalent in New Zealand celluloid’ and Jacob Powell refers to ‘the many short films of a
darker tenor that the New Zealand psyche seems to produce.’51 Australian scholars Susan
Dermody and Elizabeth Jacka suggest that this is not an unusual approach to film studies or
criticism: ‘National cinema studies always attempt to read national “psyches” from the cinemas
in question’.52

While some New Zealand filmmaking continues to be described as belonging to a ‘cinema of
unease’, recent films are frequently categorised as more nuanced or rather light-hearted
48

See: Petrie and Hjort, "Introduction"; Susan Dermody and Elizabeth Jacka, The Screening of Australia: Anatomy
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representations of an increasingly diverse society.

Pitts believes that ‘the output of New

Zealand’s national cinema during the early 2000s … has thus far included the usual range of
critically self-reflexive and lightly celebratory genre and art-house films’.53 Mark Williams
observes a new style and tone of humour in New Zealand cinema of the new millennium; and
along with Joyce, he employs the adjective ‘quirky’ to describe these films.54

Joyce and

Williams, among other scholars, have also noticed an increasing sophistication in New Zealand
filmmakers’ selective and inventive use of generic conventions to make films that appeal to both
national and foreign audiences.55 A national cinema is evidently, as Philip Rosen surmises,
historically fluctuating.56

The renaissance of scholarly interest in short film that has emerged overseas is not mirrored in
New Zealand.57 Individual articles on particular short films and their creators occasionally
appear in academic publications and industry or cultural magazines.58 The paucity of research
on short film, as described by Yeatman in 1998, still holds true in New Zealand, if not in other
parts of the world. Yeatman convincingly suggests this is due to a dominant view that short
filmmaking is a marginal or transitional practice.59

Overall, there seems to be a lack of

awareness of the need for different kinds of filmmaking within accounts of New Zealand screen
production and national cinema.

Studying film funding as cultural policy: issues of theory and method

Following the traditional approach of New Zealand governments and interested scholars, my
thesis positions film funding within the realm of cultural policy, which itself is a subset of public
53
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policy.60 Academic analyses of cultural policy in New Zealand tend to emerge from political
studies or sociology departments,61 while research on film policy has been carried out by a few
scholars in cinema and media studies,62 and more recently by economic taskforces and business
studies researchers.63 Despite these individual contributions, there is virtually no field of cultural
policy studies in New Zealand. That is not the case in the United Kingdom, continental Europe,
Australia or the United States, where there are schools and journals dedicated to the study of
cultural policy.64

The dominant postmodern paradigms in cultural studies diverge from the positivism of
mainstream policy studies, so it is perhaps not surprising that cultural policy studies has
struggled to align the two approaches and establish itself as a coherent and legitimate discipline.
A tension between ‘critical’ and ‘useful’ policy studies is especially apparent in Australia.65
When cultural studies’ scholars position themselves as critics of the hegemonic order, they tend
to reject the dominant economic discourse in which their claims would need to be expressed in
order to appear valid to policymakers. On the other hand, when economic criteria become the
main yardstick for assessing policy proposals and outcomes, the complex process of cultural
policymaking is often misrepresented. As Jon Pierre argues, while recognising the important
contribution of economic analysis to policy studies, ‘we need to realise that the notion of a policy
process guided by scientific logic and causal models is a somewhat idealised representation of
policy making’.66

Frank Fischer also points to deficiencies in traditional forms of policy

analysis, claiming the mainstream approach lacks relevance to political and social realities as it is

60

Throughout this thesis, I alternate between ‘arts policy’ and ‘cultural policy’; both are shorthand for ‘arts and
cultural policy’.
61
Catherine Alma Albiston, "Reframing Arts and Cultural Policy Designs in Aotearoa New Zealand" (MA Thesis,
University of Auckland, 2000); Kaino, "Cultural Policy Formation"; Lawn, "Arts, Culture and Heritage";
O'Halloran, "Towards a 'Third Way'"; Jessica Pettersen, "Heart of the Nation? Arts Policy and Cultural Diversity
during the Term of New Zealand's Fifth Labour Government" (MA Thesis, University of Auckland, 2008); Peter
Skilling, "Trajectories of Arts and Culture Policy in New Zealand," Australian Journal of Public Administration 64:
4 (2005).
62
Conor, "Hollywood, Wellywood or the Backwoods?"; Joyce, "In Development"; Newman, "Regions and
Runaways"; Waller, "New Zealand Film Commission"; Yeatman, "Policy and Practice".
63
Tim Hazledine, Arts Funding in New Zealand (Auckland: Department of Economics, University of Auckland,
2000); Jones et al., "NZfilm."; Pinfold et al., "Capability Study."; Screen Production Industry Taskforce, "Taking on
the World."
64
Justin Lewis and Toby Miller, "Introduction," in Critical Cultural Policy Studies: A Reader, ed. Justin Lewis and
Toby Miller (Malden: Blackwell, 2003).
65
Ibid.; Jim McGuigan, "Cultural Policy Studies," in Critical Cultural Policy Studies: A Reader, ed. Justin Lewis
and Toby Miller (Malden: Blackwell, 2003); Julie James Bailey, "The Policy Process: Film Policy – Who Talks to
Whom?" in Film Policy: An Australian Reader, ed. Albert Moran (Queensland: Institute for Cultural Policy Studies,
Griffith University 1994); Cunningham, Framing Culture.
66
Pierre, "Disciplinary Perspectives," in Handbook of Public Policy, ed. B. Guy Peters and Jon Pierre (London:
Sage Publications, 2006), 482-483.

13

too ‘narrowly empiricist, rationalistic, and technocratic’.67 These scholars argue that policy
studies must pay attention to the strategic goals and perspectives of the social actors that shape
the policy process, as well as to the cultural, institutional and historical context in which they
operate. Although it is important to measure whether or not a policy is economically sound,
quantifiable measures cannot explain what is ‘politically desirable and socially justified’ or offer
‘a deeper understanding of why politicians behave the way they do.’68

Cultural policy

necessarily involves value choices in the form of politically determined policies.69 The study of
it therefore requires an approach that acknowledges this is not a neutral, value-free domain.

The argumentative turn in policy studies has presented an opportunity to align the analytical
approaches of cultural studies and policy studies, notably around the concept of discourse.
Although there are many different branches of argumentative or constructivist policy studies,
including rhetorical analysis and frame analysis, each with its own methodology, they all share
an emphasis on language or discourse as a tool of communication in policy debates and as a
constitutive element of the substance of policy. Robert Gottweis explains that the different
methods of this approach are ‘united by an epistemological perspective critical of philosophical
realism and a common focus on language and argumentation as the foundation of the policy
process.’70

The backbone of this approach is social constructivism, which highlights the

practices that produce and reproduce social meanings. Fischer calls this the ‘social construction
of “facts”.’71

Like argumentative policy studies, film studies is based on the notion of social constructivism.
In 1984, anticipating the application of rhetorical theory to cinema, Dudley Andrew stated:
In the arena of modern film theory, meaning, significance and value are never thought to
be discovered, intuited or otherwise attained naturally. Everything results from a
mechanics of work: the work of ideology, the work of the psyche, the work of a certain
language designed to bring psyche and society into coincidence, and the work of
technology enabling that language to operate.72
67
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In the last two decades, there has been a ‘cultural turn’ in film studies, which has moved away
from theories based on psychoanalysis to tackle issues of cultural identities and representations.73
Many scholars are interested in films’ representations of cultural identities, which have social
significance, argues Graeme Turner, ‘because they are among the raw materials from which we
construct our sense of “who we think we are” at any one point in time.’74 These cinematic
representations also have political significance because they may contribute to or challenge the
dominant discourse which maintains and justifies the hegemonic order, thus potentially
supporting dominant ideologies and reinforcing social inequalities.75 Turner outlines two broad
categories of the culturalist approach – textual and contextual – and asserts that it is in
combination that these two approaches, albeit unwieldy, have ‘enormous explanatory power’ in
film interpretation, due to their understanding of the ways in which ‘ideologies structure
institutions as well as texts.’76

Proponents of the argumentative approach see politics as an arena of struggle between competing
discourses. Similarly, cultural studies’ scholars are interested in the production of knowledge
and the struggle for power in lived and mediated experiences.77 Both schools of thought draw on
the Gramscian concept of hegemony to explain the continual ideological struggles that operate to
sustain the political equilibrium through discursive practices. Rather than simply overpowering
subordinate groups, dominant discourses function to integrate these groups by naturalising
certain beliefs and providing a framework of ‘common-sense knowledge’ which allows social
actors to communicate with each other.78 Nancy Fraser’s conceptualisation of tensions between
dominant and subordinate groups who struggle to gain recognition and power within the public
political sphere exemplifies this view. Fraser’s concept of subaltern counter publics and their
discursive struggles in late modern multicultural societies underlies my explanation in the
following chapter of how alternative ideas from the artistic community shaped the dominant
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discourse in film policy debates and consequently became embedded in institutions such as the
NZFC.79

Discourse is an essential element of social constructivism. ‘Discourse,’ defines John Hartley, ‘is
the social process of making and reproducing sense(s).’80

Norman Fairclough elaborates,

drawing on the two main definitions of discourse, according to Foucauldian theory:
The term ‘discourse’ is used abstractly (as an abstract noun) for ‘the domain of
statements’, and concretely as a ‘count’ noun (‘a discourse’, ‘several discourses’) for
groups of statements or for the ‘regulated practice’ (the rules) which govern such a group
of statements.81
The meaning of any discourse depends on its social and historical context and, as Fischer
explains, ‘discursive practices circumscribe … the views that can be legitimately accepted as
knowledge’.82 There are various types of discourse analysis, which can be basically categorised
on three levels: text or language analysis; discursive practice, incorporating ‘text production and
interpretation’; and social practice, which takes into account institutional and organisational
circumstances.83 When discourse analysis is used in policy studies, there is a risk that an intent
focus on the language of policy will result in the practices of policy implementation and actual
outcomes being overlooked.

Fischer and Fairclough hence stress the relationship between

discursive practice and social practice, arguing that it is essential to study the historical and
institutional context of policy discourse, because the language and tools of policy cannot be
divorced from their institutional environment or from the social structures in which discursive
actors operate.84

Discourse analysis is a useful approach to the study of film policy as it aligns with commonly
used methodologies in cultural and cinema studies. It can be applied not only to policy discourse
but to the films that result from specific policies. Films are cultural artefacts that communicate
stories, emotions and messages. A central question of this thesis is whether cultural policy
frames influence the types of stories, emotions and messages that are contained in state-funded
films. Such an approach demands an interpretive analysis of films, which can be accommodated
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within argumentative policy studies as it also emphasises meaning and interpretation and accepts
the unavoidable subjectivity of the analyst.85 Fairclough’s critical discourse analysis involves
looking at interpretations of texts as well as the texts themselves.86 My thesis adopts a similar
approach, studying two main kinds of primary texts – policy documents and short films – and
considering critical and public responses to them in order to reveal the significance of the ideas
they communicate in relation to dominant and competing discourses in New Zealand society.

This thesis aims to reach an understanding of debates relating to the articulation and
implementation of film policy by connecting theories from cultural studies, film studies and
critical policy studies. On its own, each approach would be inadequate in this field. Film studies
has been criticised for its fetishisation of texts; cultural studies for its restrictive neo-Marxist
paradigm; and policy studies for its emphasis on technically rational models of decision-making
that fail to explain real world policy issues and actions. Following Pierre and Fairclough, I take
a transdisciplinary approach, drawing on research from sociology, economics, political science,
and film and media studies to inform this thesis.87 Drawing on the comprehensive form of
discourse analysis articulated by Fischer, Fairclough, and Carol Bacchi, as well as on Donald
Schon and Martin Rein’s concept of ‘framing’, as discussed below, the following chapter
explains the discursive battles pertaining to film policy in New Zealand over the past forty years,
showing how certain discourses (or ‘frames’) become dominant and are used to justify specific
courses of action.

As my primary methodology, discourse analysis enables me to highlight the ways in which
different justifications for film funding are framed, and which of these frames are privileged in
the dominant discourse. Frame analysis is a type of discourse analysis that shows how ‘[policy]
issues are described and politically packaged, which to a large extent determines the future
political handling of them.’88 Rein and Schon call for frame-critical policy analysis to help
resolve ‘policy controversies’ by ‘uncover[ing] the multiple, conflicting frames involved’ and
investigating ‘their sources and consequences’.89 We cannot understand policy controversies,
they argue, by separating facts and values and rationally evaluating the best course of action,
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because these sorts of debates are based on interpretations of socially constructed problems, or
‘frames in which facts, values, theories, and interests are integrated.’90 The reasons for state
intervention in the film sector are often expressed in vague or slippery terms, so a critical
approach is needed to interpret the actual intentions of politicians and objectives of their policies.
Frame or discourse analysis provides the tools to unpick underlying myths and assumptions, like
national identity, that permeate cultural policy discourse. This approach can also help to explain
recent policy disagreements, which tend to relate to the use of different frames for justifying
state support for film.

Bacchi adapts the different approaches to ‘policy as discourse’ to formulate her own ‘“What’s
the Problem?” approach’, which focuses on problem representation.

91

Applying Bacchi’s

‘What’s the Problem?’ approach in cultural policy studies, one can identify national cinema as a
commonly offered solution to the perceived problem of a weak national identity.

Many

observers have noted that New Zealand cultural policy consistently responds to an assumption
that this country lacks local culture.92 State support for film is regularly suggested as a means to
strengthen New Zealand’s national identity and international profile, although substantive
evidence is rarely provided for this claim. Image and identity tend to be presented as selfevident, complementary and unproblematic concepts in much policy discourse. Tensions within
and between these concepts have not gone unnoticed, though. Peter Skilling, for example,
interrogates the nationalistic goals of cultural policy, while Yeatman’s analysis of short film
policy pays particular attention to the difficulty of using discourses based on the concept of
identity as a funding strategy.93 Yeatman also demonstrates that an increased emphasis on
market value did not displace the cultural rationale for the continuation of state-supported
cinema, although it has shaped the discourse used by funding bodies.94

These competing discourses on national identity and national cinema are based on different
interpretations of the function of film, which influence policy debates and industry practices.
This thesis explores in particular the manner in which different perspectives on the purpose of
short film affect the formulation, implementation and evaluation of funding policies. One way to
90
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understand these competing discourses is through Jim McGuigan’s categories of state, market
and civil/communicative discourses.95 These fixed categories provide a useful framework for
understanding many cultural policy debates; however they may not be applicable to every film
policy disagreement. Applied to the New Zealand context, the dominant state discourse is often
challenged by groups employing market and civil discourses. My thesis pays particular attention
to the latter category, which, for the sake of clarity, is referred to as the discourse of ‘the film
community’ in the next chapter. The binary opposition of art versus industry is referred to, if not
actively employed, in much literature on film policy. Many scholars note that this simplistic
dichotomy inhibits critical discussion of contemporary cinema, which is both an art and an
industry, yet it continues to frame many funding debates, as the following chapter will
demonstrate.96

A useful framework for understanding these debates is offered by Octavio Getino in his work on
film practice and industry development in Latin America. Even though his crudely translated
terms – ‘economism’ and ‘ideologism’ – sound somewhat awkward, they accurately represent
the fundamental tension between commercial and cultural interests that shapes state policies and
surrounding discourse. 97 Randal Johnson explains that economism sees the film industry and
products in purely economic terms, whereas ideologism privileges the cultural or ideological
aspects of cinema over commercial imperatives.98 As Chapter Two illustrates, the ‘market’
discourse employed by film industry members and researchers to criticise the NZFC is based on
economism, or more specifically economic rationalism, while the framing of film by the arts
community is underpinned by ideologism.

Scholars conducting critical discourse analysis encourage each other to be aware of their role and
the risks of relativism and overwhelming subjectivity. Bacchi points out that academics and
professionals ‘often structure arguments and issues in ways which affect the framing of
“problems” in the wider community.’ All actors, policy scholars included, are embedded ‘in
discursive systems constituted by tradition, religion and political institutions’, so Bacchi attempts
‘to sensitize those seeking change to this difficulty [of moving outside discourses, and] to
95
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caution social critics to examine their language, their concepts, their assumptions and the way
they construct their case discursively.’ 99 Rein and Schon acknowledge this possibility in their
argument for frame-reflective policy discourse, which is necessarily ‘affective as well as
cognitive’.100 A study like mine thus constitutes a storyline that frames policy issues in a
particular way. It can be difficult for scholars to disentangle themselves from their subject, and
their studies run the risk of relativism, whereby every framing of a situation is presented as
equally useful. It is therefore necessary for me to make clear my choice of topic based on a
normative understanding of the cultural public sphere, similar to that articulated by McGuigan,
as well as my belief in the potential of film to influence an individual’s perception of social
reality, based on my own experiences and education.101

As well as drawing on the theoretical framework offered by the scholars mentioned above, my
thesis draws on primary research. The conclusions made about contemporary cultural policy
discourse have been based on my analysis of policy and accountability documents and funding
guidelines from the Ministry of Culture and Heritage (MCH), NZFC and CNZ, as well as
speeches and press releases from politicians and bureaucrats. In later chapters I describe the
results of my close reading of a sample of sixteen short films, which has also drawn on
information taken from their press kits and, where available, reviews, interviews and articles.
Finally, my study has been informed by interviews with former and current NZFC staff and
board members, short film producers and executive producers. This combination of sources has
provided me with ample material to examine the relationship between cultural policy discourse,
film funding methods, and short filmmaking practice between 1997 and 2007. This study offers
an interesting example of the effects of policy developments on a sector where the values of
culture, creativity and careers collide, and where government subsidies have a significant impact
on the number and type of productions.
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Chapter Two: A Brief History of Film Funding in New Zealand
Film is important not just as a potent advertising medium for New Zealand; not just as a way of
creating and personifying our country as a brand in all its diversity; not just as a high growth,
high margin knowledge based business…. It is a central ingredient in constructing our identity
for ourselves…1
Film is commonly considered to be a medium of great social and economic significance, yet it
has not always been recognised as such within public policy in New Zealand. When film has
appeared in policy discourse, it has been represented in various forms: as a means of creative
expression, vehicle for nation-building, wealth-creating industry, and distinctive commodity for
the international market. These different frames are used to justify or campaign for state
support for cinema, appearing in the political discourse of government agents, in various forms
in the media, and in academic and industrial discourse on film production in New Zealand.
This chapter traces the development and contestation of dominant frames in New Zealand film
policy, which legitimise various reasons for funding film and shape the way short film is treated
by government agencies.

Cultural nationalism and industry development emerge and merge as policy frames

While New Zealand feature films were made as early as 1914, government assistance was
essentially limited to non-fiction film until the 1970s. The National Film Unit and New
Zealand Broadcasting Corporation (later TVNZ) received state funds for audiovisual
production, but neither organisation supported independent filmmaking.2

Film producers

struggled to find sufficient private sources of investment and, consequently, few feature films
were produced before the national film commission existed.3 The dominant framing of film as
a means of educating citizens and promoting New Zealand as a tourist destination was
challenged by members of the film community in the 1960s and 70s. Their vigorous lobbying,
fuelled by the efforts of John O’Shea as well as the popular success of Roger Donaldson’s 1977
feature Sleeping Dogs, is credited with convincing politicians of the importance of supporting

1
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New Zealand filmmaking.4 In recognition of the growing desire for local films, the Queen
Elizabeth the Second (QEII) Arts Council helped to initiate the ‘renaissance’ of New Zealand
cinema in the 1970s, although it had neither the remit nor the resources to support the growth of
a feature film industry.5 Local film and television productions such as Sleeping Dogs and the
Tangata Whenua series helped to sensitise local audiences to seeing themselves on screen, and
were used as proof that New Zealand films could overcome ‘cultural cringe’, a belief that
would become a key justification for state-funded cinema.6 This narrative of origins of the film
commission is reinforced by the official storyline: ‘In establishing the NZFC … the government
recognised the need for more structured support for a medium and art form of great cultural
influence.’7

Nationalistic arguments in favour of film as a form of cultural protection manifested themselves
in New Zealand as a reaction to both British colonisation and American cultural imperialism.
The Film Industry Working Party reports and records of parliamentary debates in the 1970s
offer evidence of the belief that the foreign domination of local screens was ‘robbing New
Zealand of a chance to contribute its own distinctive view’, and, ‘the desire to achieve a Statefinanced but independent cinema should be part of this Government’s commitment to
nationhood.’8

Following on from the established trend of cultural nationalism in art and

literature, a national film industry was thus presented as a vehicle for postcolonial identity
formation and as a defence against Hollywood-led cultural imperialism.

Film came to be widely seen as an important medium for the projection and protection of
national identity, but the framing of film as art soon disappeared from policy discourse.
Although creative expression was a more important objective to the film community, and it was
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their lobbying that brought the issue of film funding onto the political agenda, the dominant
rationale for a national funding agency was soon framed primarily according to the discourse of
cultural nationalism. ‘Filmmakers were not all necessarily nationalists,’ writes Joyce in her
discussion of the formation of the NZFC, ‘but in order to secure government financial support
they were prepared to talk about national culture.’9 A consensus emerged among politicians
and those campaigning for publicly-funded films that government support for national cinema
should be based on a commercial model. This industry-based frame came to sit alongside
cultural objectives, with both discourses influencing the establishment of the NZFC as an
industry facilitator, offering an investment aimed at generating income, rather than a subsidy
for artistic activity based on its intrinsic worth.10 In 1978, the New Zealand Film Commission
Act was passed with bipartisan support from Robert Muldoon’s National government and the
Labour opposition. It established the national film agency with the mandate: ‘To encourage
and also to participate and assist in the making, promotion, distribution, and exhibition of
films’.11 During its first years of operation, the NZFC provided finance for a range of short,
medium and feature length films, encouraging filmmakers to build on an innovative tradition of
short filmmaking that blossomed in the 1970s.12

The independence of the NZFC from political interference was an essential consideration in its
establishment.

As an ‘arm’s length’ agency, the NZFC resembles the Arts Council and

intermediary cultural agencies in other countries that are given the authority to interpret and
implement the deliberately unspecific goals of cultural policy so that the state does not seem too
controlling of culture.13

Although this follows the well-established ‘principle of non-

prescription’, any funding policy which favours certain forms of cultural activities over others
is inherently prescriptive.14 In order to be eligible for financial support from the NZFC, a
project must have ‘significant New Zealand content’ in terms of Section 18 of the New Zealand
Film Commission Act.15 The legislation stipulates that the NZFC judge the national relevance
of a project according to the subject and locations of the film, the nationalities of key personnel,
9
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sources of funding, ownership of the equipment and technical facilities to be used, in addition
to any other factors it deems relevant. Another description of ‘New Zealand film’, Waller
suggests, is found in the legislative requirement that the NZFC ‘have due regard to the
observance of standards that are generally acceptable in the community’, which defines film’s
social function in relation to moral values within a given community.16

While there was some debate about the establishment of a national film funding body, it was
not frame critical.17 Booth’s original proposal, the Interim Commission’s first report and the
parliamentary discussion of the Act contain no distinction between the cultural nationalism
frame and the commercial rationale for a national film industry.18

In his analysis of film

funding policies, Yeatman observes that the following separate arguments are often mixed
together in political justifications for supporting New Zealand cinema: cultural and national
identity, international image, export income, and employment opportunities.19 My research
confirms that these frames coalesced in the campaign for state funding for cinema and in the
early political discussion of the NZFC. Following this period, however, international discourse
on cultural policy combined with New Zealanders’ changing attitudes to national identity and
cultural activities to cause a reframing in arts policy.

Competing discourses in arts policy: multiculturalism and biculturalism

A wider definition of ‘the arts’ to include popular culture and the expression of diverse ethnic
groups emerged from debates on the restructure of the QEII Arts Council in the mid 1970s.20 A
new focus on cultural diversity represented a shift from the ‘foundation’ period of paternalistic
cultural policy to a ‘cultural development’ frame, which emphasised the multicultural structure
of New Zealand society.21 This frame was then challenged in the 1980s and 90s by the growing
recognition of indigenous rights and the government’s acknowledgment that Maori cultural
practices and language are taonga, which it must protect according to the Treaty of Waitangi.
While tensions between biculturalism and multiculturalism have been an interesting element of
16
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arts and culture policy debates in New Zealand, these issues will only be explored here in
relation to the NZFC.22

Unlike more recent cultural policy and legislation, the 1978 NZFC Act has not been updated to
reflect multicultural or bicultural values and thus does not provide any legal recognition of
Maori or other minority group rights in film policy.

In its early years, the NZFC Board was

predominantly composed of professional Pakeha males who invested in projects by male
Pakeha filmmakers.23 Merata Mita reveals that it was difficult for filmmakers like herself to
fulfil ‘the criteria of a white male-dominated … funding structure’.24

Mita represents a

subaltern counter public of marginalised filmmakers and audiences who challenged the
dominant discourse in the 1980s and 90s.25 While the NZFC, in Waller’s words, ‘played up the
role of the New Zealand film industry as national storyteller and historian’26, the political
embrace of cultural nationalism contrasted with emerging social and artistic trends. ‘The new
film-makers tended to be deeply suspicious of nationalism, seeing its artistic canon as white,
macho and mostly straight,’ asserts Horrocks.27 Some of the arguments of this subaltern
counter public have aligned with the discourse of recent governments who have recognised
their responsibility to Maori based on the Treaty of Waitangi.
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This alignment is likely to be responsible for the incorporation of bicultural discourse at the
NZFC. In 1992, the NZFC’s revised Statement of Purpose mentioned Maori for the first time:
‘New Zealand films, and the New Zealand film industry, are reflective of the cultural diversity
of the nation and in this spirit the Film Commission supports the aspirations of Maori
filmmakers’.28 Just as it combines the economic and social benefits of cinema, NZFC discourse
seems to conflate multicultural and bicultural rationales, thus ignoring the tensions between
them. The poor response of the NZFC to bicultural values resulted in a group of filmmakers
lodging a Treaty of Waitangi claim against the agency in 1998. Although this claim is still
unresolved, it seems to have encouraged the NZFC to implement more substantive strategies to
support Maori filmmaking.29 In 2001, the NZFC showed a stronger commitment to
biculturalism by specifically funding several projects to showcase Maori filmmaking talent.30
In 2007, long-awaited initiative Te Paepae Ataata was established to devolve finance for Maori
feature films, allowing for a culturally relevant funding process.31 This follows on from the
NZFC’s focus on Maori filmmaking via its devolved producer groups that select projects for
development and short film production funding.

Possibly a partial result of the NZFC’s

supportive policies, a new wave of Maori filmmakers is emerging, led by director Taika Waititi
and producers Cliff Curtis and Ainsley Gardiner.32

Economic rationalism hits (and sometimes misses) 1980s-1990s cultural policy

According to Colin James, it was the institutionalisation of bicultural principles rather than state
sector reforms that represented the most significant change to the arts and cultural sector in the
1980s.33 Scholars confirm that while neoliberalism attained hegemonic status throughout the
public service in the late eighties and nineties, the intrinsic values of conserving tradition and
enabling cultural expression continued to be recognised as valid frames for arts policy.34 The
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distinctiveness of the cultural sector meant that some principles of state sector reforms were
well suited to it, whereas others were more difficult to apply. The very idea of subsidies runs
counter to the neoliberal faith in markets, yet ‘arm’s length’ funding agencies have continued to
provide grants to artists rather than audiences, based on the government’s assumption that
subsiding producers rather than individual transactions generates greater benefits.35 In addition
to increased and guaranteed funding from the Lottery Board, the NZFC actually received higher
grants from the fourth Labour government, which doubled its budget from $7.3 million in 1986
to $14.5 million in 1991.36 This enabled the agency to continue devoting a large proportion of
its income to its Short Film Fund. It has consequently been argued that the rise of neoliberalism
did not change the fundamental role of the government in the cultural sector.37

The removal of tax concessions in the 1980s also seems at odds with the discourse of
governments who were otherwise keen for the market to provide incentives that had previously
been offered by the state. The greatest incentive for film production in the history of the NZFC
was arguably the tax ‘loophole’ discovered by its first executive director, which offered fiscal
concessions for private investment in any feature-length film.38 This caused a flurry of film
production during the early 1980s: forty feature films were completed in three years, before
production levels slumped when Muldoon’s government removed the tax concession. For some
this decision represented ‘the most negative action that can be reported in terms of official
assistance to an acknowledged “film culture”,’ as the tax benefits had allowed filmmakers to
work in an autonomous manner, increasing their skills and international visibility without too
much government intervention.39 Others, however, feared a ‘cultural colonization’ by foreign
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investors who were making films destined for overseas markets and abusing the tax shelter.40
The NZFC advised the government to take action against the tax concession, hoping in vain for
an alternative scheme that would result in an increase in feature film production without
fostering tax avoidance.41 In this instance, the discourse of cultural nationalism appears to have
resisted yielding to that of economic rationalism, probably due to the influence of politicians in
both the National and Labour governments of the 1980s who were sympathetic to the
arguments put forward by the group that lobbied for a national film agency in the previous
decade.

By the 1990s, however, the hegemony of economic rationalism in public policy discourse had
seeped into the cultural realm, making a significant impact on film policy.42 The arts continued
to receive state support in the 1990s, but justifications of funding for cultural activities had to
be reframed. The intuitive understanding of the intrinsic value of arts and culture was displaced
by an articulation of their instrumental value, usually in terms of ancillary economic benefits.
Kevin Mulcahy describes this as a shift in frames from cultural development to ‘cultural
utilitarianism’.43 Justification for arts funding came to be based on economic arguments,
primarily the idea that cultural activities are not ordinary private commodities, but merit goods
which deliver important externalities. That is, they are public goods whose private transactions
have important indirect effects, such as cultivation of consumer taste for art, which helps to
raise artistic standards and generates ‘spillovers’ for other creative endeavours, particularly in
collaborative areas such as film.44 This argument was combined with the notion of market
failure to sanction government assistance.45 A 1998 report from the Ministry of Cultural
40
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Affairs (MoCA) expounds the argument that government support for the arts is essential due to
a lack of private philanthropy, and a need to ensure social outcomes that ‘depend on a
commitment to the welfare of present and future generations that is not always characteristic of
profit-making enterprises.’46 In particular, the need to fail in order to produce innovative work
comes at a price that a private enterprise is rarely willing to pay repeatedly. The
acknowledgement that artistic innovation requires allowing for some failures has resulted in an
acceptance of risk-taking in the allocation of public funds, particularly for emerging artists and
projects of excellence.47 As the next chapter shows, this has allowed criteria such as
‘innovation’ to be applied in short film funding programmes.

The NZFC did not escape the ‘profit culture’ of the 1990s: funding levels declined and the
agency focused on encouraging investment in the industry by rewarding films that returned
revenue.48 Although funding from the lotteries increased in the early 1990s, the National
government cut the NZFC grant by $2.7 million in 1991, resulting in an overall decrease of 20
per cent in the agency’s income. By the mid nineties, the direct government grant to the NZFC
constituted less than 10 per cent of its annual $12 million budget, which itself was a quarter of
the cost of an average Hollywood production.49 The NZFC, like CNZ, consequently became
‘heavily dependent on Lotteries Commission profits’, which provided most of its income
throughout the 1990s.50 The limited budget forced NZFC Board members to make difficult
decisions in an attempt to balance politicians’ demands to pursue international finance with the
film community’s expectations of support for unique and diverse projects which fulfil a cultural
function.51 The Board opted to reduce expenditure on marketing and documentary filmmaking,
and focus on lower budget feature productions to be co-financed with television companies.52
The lack of funds and insistence on private investment resulted in fewer productions, which
caused a ‘mini-exodus’ of filmmakers.53

The NZFC consequently accused politicians of
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complacency by failing to encourage talented filmmakers to stay and contribute to the country’s
social and economic development.54

Although the NZFC operates at arm’s length from the government and is free to criticise it, the
agency has not escaped the state’s hegemonic control. The NZFC has, in effect, articulated
increasingly focused objectives that align closely with government policy. Analyses of New
Zealand cultural funding agencies show that they tend to align their objectives with those of the
current administration in order to attract increased, or at least continued, funding levels.55
Waller describes the situation in the 1980s: ‘Like the [fourth] Labour government, the NZFC
endorsed fiscal “realism”, decentralization, internationalism and market-driven decisionmaking.’56 This embrace of neoliberal principles intensified under the National government of
the 1990s, especially when scepticism about the ‘vested interests’ of the film community
resulted in the government appointing fewer specialists to funding agencies in an attempt to
avoid ‘policy capture’.57 When investment banker Philip Pryke was appointed NZFC
chairperson in 1993, he vowed ‘to further “devolve” control to the private sector and bring
“market-driven” operating principles even more to the fore, while still supporting the
occasional “New Zealand icon”.’58 The following year, Richard Stewart joined Pryke as the
new CEO.

While Stewart’s background as director of publicly-funded institution Film

Queensland initially assured members of the film community that he had the appropriate
experience to manage the NZFC, he appeared no more committed to the cultural mandate than
Pryke did. According to Waller, ‘Stewart’s immediate objective was to encourage greater
private investment in the industry’.59 The practice of attracting private, preferably international,
finance was seen as conflicting with the rhetorical emphasis of the NZFC on cultural goals;
however, this behaviour represented an alignment with government strategy and hence an act of
self-preservation.60
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As well as the external goal of promoting New Zealand, the emphasis on profit-making has
encouraged successive governments along with the NZFC to target international investment and
sales. New Zealand’s population is too small to support its own feature film industry, so
overseas sales are necessary if investors want a chance of recouping the production costs of a
local film. As early as 1986, the NZFC was actively encouraging producers to develop feature
projects that would appeal to overseas audiences.61

The NZFC has consistently devoted

resources to the promotion and sales of New Zealand films overseas, operating as a sales agent
for New Zealand films including those it has not invested in, and using national identity as a
brand to differentiate its products on the international market.62 The policy and practice of the
NZFC in marketing New Zealand film ‘as a national commodity’ appear to have been
successful, because the visibility of the New Zealand film industry increased dramatically
following the establishment of the Interim Commission in 1977.63

The NZFC adopts the dominant discourse

The NZFC, especially while under the direction of Chief Executive Ruth Harley, aligned its
approach with the dominant discourse of economic rationalism. It emphasised the economic
benefits of film in order to attract continued – and eventually increased – levels of funding.
This was not a new argument; the NZFC had been established for commercial as well as
cultural reasons, and had been highlighting the economic benefits of a healthy film industry
since 1978.64

Even the Interim Commission had provided charts showing ‘employment

prospects, export revenue, tax earnings, and so on’ as supporting evidence for what Waller
deems a ‘single-minded’ argument that ‘government support for a New Zealand feature film
industry “is justified on economic reasons alone”.’65 Analysis of Harley’s speeches reveals,
however, an ‘overt politicisation of the film industry’ as an important contributor to the
economic and social development of the country.66

Harley has explicitly stated that her
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understanding of the political climate led her to believe an economic discourse was the only
way to overcome the marginalisation of arts and culture in policy debates, ‘because that’s the
speak the Treasury speaks’.67 Catherine Fitzgerald, former NZFC Director of Creative and
Industry Development, confirms that the use of economic rationalist discourse was a deliberate
attempt to encourage Treasury economists and policymakers to see the long-term cultural and
economic benefits of film funding at a time when the NZFC felt particularly vulnerable.68
Although a self-proclaimed ‘cultural nationalist’, Harley began to frame her discourse as well
as that of NZFC documents according to the dominant economic reasoning in policymaking.69
Yeatman remarks: ‘Harley is strategic in her alignments with the politicians, even if this is her
own smoke-screen, and does not herself believe in the arguments she uses to justify funding
increases.’70

One of Harley’s first initiatives was to engage law and economics specialist George Barker to
advise the NZFC on the economic discourse that had dominated policymaking since 1984.
Harley explains that Barker was employed to help ‘make a bridge between cultural values and
the principles of economic rationalism’.71 Barker proffered the concept of ‘cultural capital’ as a
means of expressing and assessing the social benefits of cultural policy in a way that would
make sense to politicians and policy analysts. He defines cultural capital, without reference to
Pierre Bourdieu but by allusion to Robert Putnam, as a type of social capital, which helps to
connect individuals and coordinate action by reducing misunderstandings.72

It is thus an

intangible value, equivalent to the idea of identity, with aesthetic, cognitive and moral
dimensions. The NZFC embraced this definition of ‘cultural capital’ and proceeded to use it in
their mission statements and annual reports.73 NZFC agents did not simply abandon the sociocultural reasons for supporting cinema; rather they wished to ensure these objectives were not
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overlooked due to the emphasis on quantifiable outcomes in public policy. Fairclough explains
that contemporary political texts often contain a ‘hybridization of discourses’, specifically the
‘strategy of legitimizing the discourse of social cohesion in terms of the neo-liberal
discourse.’74 Barker points to market failures in relation to identity, which was one of the
National government’s four strategic priority areas.75

He asserts that the government

contributes to cultural capital by way of its investments which create cultural outputs such as
films. Although individuals can also invest in and develop cultural capital, they ‘do not always
appropriate all the costs and benefits of their investment decision making.’76 The concept of
cultural capital thus effectively justifies government involvement in the sector in accordance
with neoliberal market discourse, although it does not make it much easier to measure
outcomes.

Barker admits it is very difficult to measure identity, but suggests we can

nonetheless identify ‘revealed cultural capital’ through empirical evaluations of supply and
demand in the cultural sector.77 The NZFC’s application of Barker’s argument reinforces the
framing of film as a market good with little value in itself, which ‘requires legitimacy from the
dominant discourse of economics.’78

The NZFC’s approach to film as an economic sector was not merely rhetorical. It worked more
closely with industry practitioners, continuing to devolve funding decisions to independent
producers.

Its first devolved funding programme had appeared in 1986 when Producer

Oriented Development (POD) Schemes were introduced to fulfil the new requirement ‘that
there has to be some demonstrated market interest for any film before it can get its
investment.’79 Funds were allocated to established production houses for project development,
to ‘reduce the centralising influence’ of the NZFC and ‘devolve both responsibility and
accountability’ to the industry.80 Although there was a risk that funds would not be well spent
by producers, the scheme’s independence from bureaucratic interference made it a success,
according to Joyce, who argues, ‘the benefits of creative freedom within a producer structure
outweigh the possible disadvantages.’81 In 1990, the ‘Super POD’ scheme was successfully
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launched for feature productions with either direct investment or loans secured against presales
to overseas markets.82

Alongside Harley’s discursive strategy and the Board’s market orientation, the NZFC faced
increasingly stringent requirements in terms of cultural policy objectives and outcomes that
necessitated the integration of economic rationalist frames into its accountability documents.
The Public Finance Act of 1989 required that the NZFC, as a crown entity, formulate strategic
plans and performance measures in its annual reports to the responsible minister. While its
statement of ‘Role and Operation’ in 1986 had focused loosely on producing ‘first class films of
international calibre’; from 1989, the agency’s guidelines were less ambiguous, demanding
‘that each project demonstrate the potential for achieving theatrical distribution in at least three
major offshore markets; reaching a New Zealand box office take of $100,000; and returning net
earnings equal to at least 50 per cent of costs.’83 These criteria match the explicit connections
made between film production, economic development and international promotion in policy
documents in the 1990s. In 1996, MoCA stated that the three ‘principal SRA [strategic result
area] linkages’ of the NZFC were ‘economic growth’, ‘enterprise and innovation’, and ‘external
linkages’; it did not mention any social or cultural ‘linkages’ of film policy.84 Skilling suggests
although the application of public management principles gave more power to funding agencies
to formulate the criteria of cultural policies, the new focus on measurability forced them to
articulate their objectives in accordance with the broader goals of the government.85

The development of performance indicators is a clear example of the effect of neoliberal
discourse on NZFC policy. Judging a film’s success by the number of viewers who pay to see
it offers a convenient performance measure under the economic rationalist frame.86 In annual
reports, the NZFC indeed lists its achievements in terms of box office takings in addition to the
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number of films supported and, occasionally, audience figures per film.87 This approach to
measuring outcomes relies on conceptions of consumer sovereignty and a belief that the
purpose of cinema is attracting mass audiences. Yeatman quotes Harley’s public statement: ‘if
you want to have a significant cultural impact, you have that by impacting on a significant
number of people.’88 While a film definitely needs an audience if it is to have any social value,
it is possible that a film that increases viewers’ social understanding or knowledge may not
attract a large audience.89 Knowing how many people have seen a film says nothing about the
extent of viewers’ engagement with the text. Signs of critical rather than commercial success,
such as positive quotes from reviews and any awards a film has gained, are occasionally
incorporated in NZFC accountability documents.90

Presenting any conclusive measure of

‘success’ in an annual report is problematic, however, as most films have a much longer ‘shelf
life’ than the months of their cinema release.91

Backlash: conflict between the NZFC and the film community in the 1990s

By the 1990s, the film community was highly critical of the market orientation of government
cultural policy, seeing it as a threat to the diversity, vitality and independence of the film
industry.92 In 1996, Bieringa and Dennis wrote:
The conservatism and bureaucracy, now entrenched in the arts, has meant a loss of
freedom in film making in Aotearoa and perpetuated the industry’s perennial fragility.
The industry has become more and more dominated by the market, less open to risk,
driven by economic rather than creative imperatives.93
Similar criticisms were made throughout the arts and culture sector.94 Horrocks explains that
the state sector reforms were initially welcomed by filmmakers in the hope of unsettling the
conservative practices of funding agencies and TVNZ; however, by the end of the 1990s, he
worried that state funding for film ‘remains grudging in the extreme’.95 A ‘perennial lack of
quotas and funding has ensured that a public appetite for local films and television dramas has
87
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never become firmly established,’ claims Horrocks, suggesting that this allows politicians to
contest the rationale for state funding, resulting ‘in only token assistance’ for the arts, and
threatening the survival of the NZFC.96 Underlying this view is the assumption that the
intrinsic value of New Zealand cinema should guarantee continued state support.

Many critics of the NZFC were concerned that the fear of ‘policy capture’ had resulted in the
agency being run by bureaucrats and business people who had little knowledge of the
particularities of the film industry. Filmmakers complained that a lack of understanding about
cinema among politicians and bureaucrats hindered the NZFC’s ability to meet the needs of
audiences and practitioners. Horrocks argues that politicians ‘do not understand talk about the
potential loss of localness or the idea that there may be important films for small audiences.’97
Ruth Jeffery, former NZFC Director of Development, recounts that the introduction of strategic
objectives and performance measures from 1989 caused conflict in a ‘small, evolutionary, and
people-based’ industry that perceived too much change in the agency’s practices.98 The film
community blamed the NZFC Board for these changes, although some were clearly the result of
government legislation, informed by public choice theory, which was applied indiscriminately
across the public sector.

Framing debates on the NZFC

The NZFC evidently occupies a difficult position as it negotiates the sometimes conflicting
priorities of governments, industry practitioners and the film community.99 Catherine Albiston
suggests that debates over arts funding in the 1990s were inhibited by the abstract level at
which they took place and ‘the pervasiveness of opposing frames’.100 Horrocks’ suggestion that
art is seen as ‘artifice’ and has no established role in New Zealand society may help to explain
the lack of common understanding in cultural policy debates.101 Tensions in film funding
debates have tended to arise between the opposing frames of ‘film as art’ and ‘film as industry’.
96
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While NZFC policy has constantly combined cultural and commercial imperatives, this binary
paradigm continues to frame much debate on film policies and funding practices.102 Waller
surmises:
By the mid-1980s, much of the discourse about the film industry came to operate within
a pessimistic culture-versus-commerce frame that had not been nearly as prominent in
the 1970s. The NZFC’s 1985 annual report, for example, began with the assertion that
‘a film industry [….] involves an endless tug of war between finance, investment and
economic returns on the one hand and art, culture and national identity on the other’.103
This binary frame has limited value, as a country cannot have a national film industry without a
film culture, or vice versa. Mainstream film production involves both artistic techniques and
industrial practices, making the art/industry dichotomy somewhat redundant. Policy debates
nevertheless became increasingly polarised as members of the film community reacted to what
they saw as a problematic emphasis on film industry over film culture. On the other side of the
debate, many politicians and some members of the public and film industry did not believe
NZFC funds should be spent on films that were not popular, as demonstrated by commercial
success.

International literature on film policy demonstrates the commonality of this dichotomy, which
is often framed as elitism versus populism.104

Higson highlights the tension between

‘intellectual discourses which insist that a proper national cinema must be one which aspires to
the status of art … [and] dismiss Hollywood’s popular cinema as culturally debilitating;’ and a
populist discourse which ‘suggests that a cinema can only be national, and command a nationalpopular audience if it is a mass-produced genre cinema, capable of constructing, reproducing,
and re-cycling popular myths on a broad scale, with an elaborate, well capitalised, and well
resourced system of market exploitation.’105 Defining the sort of culture that the government
should support inevitably leads to criticism for paternalism or elitism, that is, for supposing to
know which art forms and cultural activities are ‘good’ for citizens.106

The NZFC is
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vehemently reproached when it is seen as attempting to dictate taste. Hazledine, for instance,
complains that it committed ‘artistic interference’ with its ‘policy of favouring “feel-good
comedies”’ in the late 1990s.107

The use of economic indicators to demonstrate the value of a national film industry has
received criticism from various circles. While politicians are quick to talk about connections
between high profile films and increases in tourism, these links are tenuous, and, as Lawn
points out, ‘the methodologies for estimating the economic impact of cultural events have not
been rigorous.’108 Economists and political scientists effectively argue that it is pointless to
justify arts funding based on the sector’s contribution to export income or employment, or on
the ‘multiplier’ effect, because such arguments can be applied to any dollar spent anywhere in
the economy, and do not justify favouring the development of one industry over another.109
Economic arguments about the value of art and culture nevertheless became commonplace from
the late 1970s, displacing the earlier emphasis on creative expression, and were essential
justifications of the establishment of the NZFC.110

The intangible nature of culture has been a source of conflict between economic rationalists and
cultural nationalists, and the NZFC’s representation of cultural benefits in economic terms has
proved somewhat problematic. Participants at a forum on arts funding in 2000 struggled to
define ‘cultural capital’; however, ‘if left undefined, it was felt to be a workable phrase’.111
This inability to define the concept defeats its purpose, though, as intangible benefits mean
nothing in a policy environment dominated by economic rationalism. Although it is possible to
measure such quantifiable benefits of a film industry as employment opportunities, it is very
difficult to measure the more abstract goals of social cohesion and identity formation. The
difficulty of putting a value to these ‘intangibles’ may be one of the reasons why culture was
marginalised in public policy in the 1980s and 1990s.112 The specificities of cultural production
and consumption contradict some of the basic assumptions of economic analysis, such as
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agency theory.113 That is not to say that economic measurements have no role in cultural policy
analysis. However, policy conflicts arise when the intrinsic value argument, which underlies
traditional justifications for state support of film, is disregarded because it fails to demonstrate
quantifiable benefits.

Although the government’s reasons for intervening in the arts and cultural sector were often
unarticulated in the twentieth century, they were based on some common understandings of the
public benefits of culture. MoCA observed that these benefits included the individual and
community desire for aesthetic and communal experiences; opportunities for self-expression,
communication and creative development; and increasing understanding of our own and others’
experiences.114 Social cohesion and national identity have remained inherent albeit thorny
justifications for state funding of film throughout the past thirty years. While national identity
can be identified as a constant and fundamental goal of New Zealand cultural policy, it is now
considered legitimate only when framed within an economic discourse. This is epitomised in a
speech from Harley: ‘Our identity is the key to creating a unique positioning for our goods and
services from tourism through wine making to filmmaking…. Film creates culture, builds
identity and markets that identity to the world.’115 Economic arguments appeared entrenched
by the turn of the century, when there was reportedly a general consensus that government
funding in the arts, as in any sector, should be directed at achieving ‘externalities’.116 The
cultural reasons for state support of cinema did not disappear, but there was an emphasis on the
instrumental, society-wide benefits of a thriving film industry, rather than the intangible values
of cinematographic expression.

Beyond 2000: national cultural policy in a global knowledge economy

Recent developments in cultural policy reflect broader trends in the international political
economy. Our globalised, post-industrial society has at times been labelled a knowledge
economy, information society, and creative economy. Such titles place a premium on specific
113
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types of education and culture, and particularly on the so-called cultural or creative industries
which are seen to increase wealth in this post-Fordist era. Globalisation has also refuelled fears
of the dominance of United States popular culture, given the size and reach of American-based
entertainment conglomerates, which are commonly considered to encourage worldwide cultural
homogeneity.117

By the time New Zealand’s fifth Labour government positioned the creative industries as a
priority area within its economic development programme, such an ‘articulation of culture,
creativity and nationality as a response to globalisation’ had already been made by the Labour
party in Australia and the United Kingdom.118 Labour’s cultural policy serves to brand the
party and epitomises ‘third way’ politics, allowing the social democrats to differentiate
themselves from National while combining traditional socio-cultural reasons for supporting the
sector with economic goals, in order to appeal to a wide range of voters.119 It can also be seen
as an attempt to overcome the unhelpful dichotomy of ‘art’ versus ‘industry’ which shapes so
many cultural policy debates.

Like other third way parties, Clark’s Labour government

privileged art that fulfilled the ideal of creating both a cohesive society and dynamic economy.
From 2002 on, ‘arts and culture’ only appeared in policy discourse in the context of the
‘creative industries’.120 While the definition of arts and culture was broadened to incorporate
such diverse activities as fashion design and, in some cases, software creation, this represents,
for Skilling, ‘a significant narrowing of art’s possible functions.’121 It frames artistic endeavour
as a commercial activity that does not aim to serve any spiritual or educational needs but
derives value from creating economic and social wealth. This is not a radical break from past
cultural policy, though; the creative industries approach retains the structure and principles of
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corporate management and instrumental objectives that were introduced over the previous two
decades.122

This revitalisation of cultural policy involved a heightened interest in film. Clark described
film as ‘a very powerful medium’, and her government’s Growth and Innovation Framework
identified the screen production sector as the fastest growing creative industry.123 Over its nineyear term, the Labour-led administration increased its role in the sector and provided
unprecedented levels of public funds for film production. It doubled its funding of the NZFC to
over $10 million annually, introduced the Large Budget Screen Production Grant scheme, and
established the Film Production Fund with a one-off contribution of $22 million.
Announcements of these schemes, which provided financial benefits for films with international
investors, emphasised each programme’s cultural objectives. Several scholars have suggested
that Labour’s rhetorical embrace of cultural nationalism and social criticism, evident in these
press releases, is at odds with, or obscures, its prioritisation of policies driven by economic
nationalism.124

A significant aspect of third way politics is a focus on national identity or, more specifically,
nation-branding. Rather than a threat, globalisation is framed as an opportunity for New
Zealand to develop its own brand, by using distinctive cultural products to give the country a
competitive advantage.125 Film has long been identified as an ideal vehicle to promote New
Zealand’s identity at home as well as its image overseas. Introducing the NZFC legislation to
Parliament in 1978, Minister Allan Highet stated: ‘The new era of New Zealand films will
enable the world to see New Zealand and its people as they see themselves.’126 Three decades
later, as self-appointed Minister for Culture and Heritage, Clark similarly asserted, ‘Film is…
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able to influence the way we see ourselves and our country – and the way the rest of the world
see us too’.127

New Zealand films are hence assumed to simultaneously address local issues and international
audiences. A strong interest in the internal and external projection of national identity is typical
of small nations and can be linked to their limited domestic market for cinema.128 Some
scholars are critical of these dual objectives, which, they argue, are not necessarily compatible.
Skilling points to the problematic assumption that ‘the attitudes and behaviours necessary for
global economic competitiveness [are] also the markers of an authentic New Zealand
identity’.129 Pitts acknowledges the paradox that the expression of national or cultural identities
through cinema is reliant on the global, corporate forces that threaten them.130 As Joyce
explains, New Zealand’s small population, indigenous inhabitants, geographic isolation and
economic vulnerability make it impossible to escape the tension between the local and the
global in the film industry.131 Not only do financial inputs and outputs, artistic techniques and
technological developments cross borders, but there are flows of human capital back and forth
between New Zealand and foreign film industries.132

Clark’s government also devoted resources to industry taskforces, following the lead of other
third way administrations who have promoted the creative industries.

Emphasising

‘partnership’ between government and industry, the Labour-led administration established
taskforces to encourage the film industry to take responsibility for its own problems and to
avoid criticism of state intervention without consultation.133

Recent analyses of the film

industry which give advice to the government based on the distinctiveness of screen production
are considerably more useful for film policy development than the generic principles of the
public management reforms of the 1980s and 90s. One such report from 2003 observes that the
film industry is project based and characterised by irregular cycles of intense activity, the
diverse range of skill sets employed, and an arts-oriented semi-professional ethos that sees
individuals working cheaply, or even for free, out of their passionate commitment to film
127
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culture.134 While recent reports distinguish screen production from other industries, some fail
to differentiate between film and television.135

There are many similarities and linkages

between the sectors; however, in the past, conflating film and television as audiovisual
entertainment products has only served to strengthen the commercial model and economic
rhetoric of media policy.136

The ‘uneasy mix of commercial and cultural objectives’ within film and television policy is also
believed to be the result of fragmented policymaking, due to the lack of structure, direction and
resources in New Zealand’s history of ad hoc cultural policy.137 In recent support for film, the
key policy actors have been the MCH, the NZFC, Film NZ, CNZ, the Ministry for Economic
Development, and the (now defunct) Screen Council. These agencies pursued divergent goals,
sometimes with little awareness of each others’ initiatives, which did not help to resolve policy
conflict.138 Historical analyses of cultural policies show that state interventions tend ‘to be
clustered around key events and anniversaries’, and, at times, the government’s ad hoc actions
have ‘been merely reactive or opportunistic’.139 The Labour government’s use of the Lord of
the Rings trilogy to reinforce the national brand and celebrate its model of creative enterprise in
the ‘knowledge economy’ is a notable example.140

The lack of policy coherence has been identified as a fundamental problem in studies of state
support for film, and for the arts in general.141 It has been compounded by the layering of
complementary frames and reformulation of competing discourses over several decades.142
There has been reluctance, however, to formalise a more coherent cultural policy. While it
would coordinate government action, ideally making it better articulated and more efficient, a
centralised, comprehensive arts policy risks giving the government too much control over
134
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cultural production.143 Rolf Hugoson explains that the abstract rhetoric of cultural policies is a
rational avoidance of aesthetic judgements by the state. While vague goals make it difficult to
evaluate cultural policy, they are preferable to removing goals entirely or making them more
explicit and hence prescriptive. 144 Clive Gray claims the increasing focus on externalities and
government objectives is nevertheless evidence of a growing tendency for cultural policy to be
more prescriptive.145 As McGuigan points out, however, even the measurement of instrumental
objectives ‘conveniently avoids difficult questions of aesthetic value.’146

As outlined above, the ‘principle of non-prescription’ and ‘arm’s length’ funding arrangements
are tenets of cultural policy, designed to ensure artists’ independence from the state. A 2004
discussion paper on screen production funding clearly outlines Labour’s position:
The government has no role in the creative process itself but can play a major part in
fostering a supportive environment in which the various elements contributing to screen
production can be developed and encouraged to interact in an effective manner.147
While Clark’s administration had no intention of dismantling those principles, it was more
prepared than previous governments to intervene in the sector, framing its role as a
‘partnership’ with industry. Furthermore, its approach to film funding did not simply ignore
tensions between cultural and commercial objectives. Rather, it attempted to overcome the
dichotomy by framing artistic and industrial development as complementary aims of state
support for cinema.148 A statement from MCH on the Film Production Fund makes this clear:
‘As well as helping to develop an international film industry, a strong domestic environment is
necessary for non-commercial, cultural objectives.’149

Filmmakers threatened by the third way?

Scholars have rung alarm bells at the perceived co-option of artists by the state, seeing the
discursive change within third way politics as a threat to artistic freedom. The narrow framing
143
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of artistic activity in current political rhetoric, Skilling argues, ‘threatens what Clark herself
describes as art’s “time honoured functioning of serving as conscience and critic of society”’.150
This academic approach is based on an understanding that an important function of art is to
critique rather than celebrate social customs, which is informed by modernist ideals of artists as
creative individuals, often critical outsiders, whose role is to question, challenge and provoke
society.151

Third way cultural policy, in contrast, brings artists into the mainstream,

normalising creative actors as ‘exemplary knowledge workers’.152 Hazledine had noted at the
turn of the century:
the assumption – which seems rather to have slipped through the dialogue unchallenged
– that what creative people do is indeed sustaining of national identity contradicts with
the accepted idea that artists ‘challenge, reject, even abuse “society’s” smugly held
values and conventions.’153
These critics of recent cultural policy raise important questions for which they are unable to
provide answers. Skilling’s criticism that ‘diversity has been carefully managed for branding
and nation-building purposes’ may actually exaggerate the government’s influence over cultural
production.

154

Such concerns at least show a heightened awareness of some problematic

notions that had previously been overlooked in policy discourse. Skilling raises some pertinent
issues, particularly: ‘does the requirement that art promote a sense of national unity proscribe
expression that accentuates difference and division? Does the requirement that it make a
contribution rule out disruptive, ‘difficult’ art?’155 Although these are difficult questions to
answer, they are worth asking, and are explored in this thesis. Pitts’ findings suggest that
filmmaking has not been compromised by the government’s nation-branding exercise.
Highlighting the institutional accommodation of cultural pluralism alongside ‘Brand New
Zealand’, she argues there is in fact increasing creative diversity in New Zealand cinema at the
start of the twenty-first century.156 Critical analysis of cultural policy discourse clearly needs to
be undertaken with consideration to its actual effects on the practices of cultural production.
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This is precisely what the following chapters endeavour to do, taking short film as an
exemplary site of tension between cultural policy and film practices.

Summary: trends in New Zealand film policy

One of the clear trends over the last forty years has been the increasing recognition of the
importance of arts and culture in general, and film in particular, by successive governments.
While Labour governments have tended to increase film funding levels, and National has been
inclined to cut government grants, both parties have demonstrated their political commitment
by establishing ministerial responsibilities and supporting public agencies in the sector.157
Throughout their history, notes Skilling, ‘there has been more agreement than divergence in the
approaches of the two major political parties.’158 Different governments have had varying
expectations of film, though, resulting in a shifting emphasis on national identity, cultural or
creative expression, and the promotion of New Zealand overseas. Recent policy rhetoric has
centred on the combined social and economic objectives of nation-branding, firmly framing
film as a commercial product within a global industry.159

Government funding has evidently been crucial to the development of the New Zealand film
industry, and this has been actively encouraged by the film community, a subaltern counter
public determined to see New Zealand people, places and stories on the big screen. While
funding levels have increased overall, they are prone to fluctuation, and susceptible to
governments’ shifting rationales for supporting film production.

Along with fragmentation,

incessant instability is a key characteristic of cultural policy in New Zealand and can be seen in
the many initiatives started (and sometimes abandoned) by MoCA/MCH and the NZFC over
the last three decades. Widespread concern about the fragility of the local film industry peaked
in the 1990s.160 The lack of clear direction and agreed goals of government intervention in the
sector is a significant factor, but there are sound reasons for abstract goals in cultural policy.
Consequently, it is funding issues that are defined by filmmakers, bureaucrats and academics as
157
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‘the perennial issue’ facing the NZFC and, more generally, the cultural sector.161 Ironically, the
reputation of New Zealand filmmakers as resourceful and innovative has been due in part to
this low level of funding and official training.162 Reiterating Joyce, we can conclude that the
NZFC is ‘exceptionally vulnerable to the political and economic environment within which it
operates.’163

Conor sums up accordingly: ‘The government-supported national cinema is

characterised by a struggle, a boom and bust cycle and the constant justification of its need [for]
and use of public funds.’164

Despite routine criticisms of its board membership, track record and functions, the NZFC
remains at the heart of the industry.165 It has had to operate in a somewhat hostile environment
over the last decade, despite its contribution to high production levels during this time. Prolific
producer John Barnett is an especially scathing critic of the Film Commission.166 Along with
Hazledine, he argues that it has become increasingly inefficient, as overheads doubled while
production funding decreased between the mid 1990s and early 2000s.167 The 2003 Screen
Production Industry Taskforce (SPIT) report also implies that the NZFC stifles the industry; it
calls for a departure from cultural funding and ‘the climate of dependence’.168 It is particularly
critical of the NZFC monopoly on marketing and sales when the agency’s ‘primary imperative
is cultural rather than commercial’.169 Conversely, Conor and Pitts raise concerns that the
industry orientation of the Screen Council, which was responsible for reviewing the
government’s achievement of cultural and economic benefits in the screen production sector,
would cause it to prioritise market objectives over cultural values in its assessment of policy
outcomes.170
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While some industry insiders complain of excessive bureaucracy and interference on the part of
the NZFC, others suggest that directors have greater creative freedom and face fewer
bureaucratic procedures in New Zealand than in other countries.171 Most of these criticisms
come from a perspective that is more concerned with film as ‘business’, while academic
accounts generally present the NZFC in a more favourable light, focusing on its cultural
imperatives. An exception is the CANZ study which considers capability issues in film; it is
one example of an industry-oriented report that considers cultural issues and acknowledges the
impressive contribution the NZFC has made to the development of the film industry.172 Other
authors also point to the high ‘hit rate’ of New Zealand films compared with other national
cinemas.173 Nevertheless, the difficulty these films have in reaching audiences and returning
profits makes the NZFC an easy target for critics whose ideas are firmly rooted in economic
rationalism.

This chapter has highlighted some of the complementary and contradictory objectives within
film policy discourse in New Zealand.

While the binary oppositions of industry/art (or

commerce/culture) and local/global (or national/international) continue to frame much debate
and scholarship on film funding in New Zealand, government policy and NZFC discourse
constantly combine these directives, often ignoring the tensions between them.

These

dichotomies tend to oversimplify complex positions and processes, yet they can help to identify
shifts in discourse and contradictory frames. Making movies to reach the largest possible local
audience is not necessarily the same as supporting films that are likely to appeal to a niche
group of international critics. The increasing tendency to frame policy within an economic
rhetoric, even when referring to cultural values, explains the reasons for the application of
performance measures by CNZ and the NZFC and their narrowing definition of short film.
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These developments are examined in the following chapter, which considers the manner in
which policy discourse translates into the specific criteria of New Zealand’s short film funding
programmes.

49

Chapter Three: Short Film Funding Policies and Programmes in New
Zealand
Although Clark’s administration promoted film as a popular art form and a valuable creative
industry, its celebratory embrace was essentially limited to one type of production. Both the
national and international objectives of film policy under the fifth Labour government, like
those before it, espoused the industrial norm of fictional feature film production. Short or
experimental films were never mentioned in MCH policy statements or the many public
addresses given by Clark as Minister between 1999 and 2008. Short film was also largely
ignored by industry reports on the screen production sector. It continued nonetheless to occupy
a significant position within NZFC policy and contributed to maintaining New Zealand’s
international reputation for quality filmmaking.

This chapter examines the different

mechanisms employed by government agencies to fund short film in New Zealand, and
explores the ways in which those agencies frame short filmmaking in relation to government
objectives and cultural policy storylines.

Particular attention is paid to the NZFC Short Film Fund, which offers the highest level of
financial support for short film production in New Zealand via the Executive Producer (EP)
Scheme. Since its establishment in 1985, the Short Film Fund has ensured that a constant
stream of high quality short films from New Zealand has flowed to international festivals, even
in the 1990s when low government support made fully financing feature films near impossible
for the NZFC. Despite the public and political indifference to short film, the NZFC recognises
its important role in sustaining activity within the film sector and in encouraging both emerging
and experienced filmmakers to increase their skills and forge creative partnerships.
Fundamentally, the NZFC acknowledges and endorses the critical capital gained by
internationally successful short films. The NZFC does not explicitly acknowledge the potential
for experimentation and innovation within the short film programme it administers, however.
Those objectives have tended to be associated with the fund for film and video making
managed by CNZ. As this chapter demonstrates, there is increasing alignment between both
agencies’ framing of short film that reflects the impact of economic rationalism on their
methods of policy implementation and evaluation. My analysis of the EP funding process and
selected films in subsequent chapters demonstrates the effects of this increasingly narrow
framing of short film.
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All three public funding programmes dedicated to short film in New Zealand – the Screen
Innovation Production Fund (SIPF, now the Independent Filmmakers Fund), the EP Scheme
and the Post Production Fund – were established in the late 1990s to replace similar
programmes that had been operating since the mid 1980s (see Figures 1 and 2). NZ On Air has
also occasionally supported short filmmaking, as shown in Figure 1. NZ On Air recently
launched an additional scheme to support digital media projects that could include innovative
short films aimed at new delivery platforms. Originally set up in 2008 as a contestable fund for
content targeting children and youth, the Digital Content Partnership Fund is designed to
operate for four years. Following changes to the Broadcasting Act, the Fund now offers up to
$1 million a year to creators of audiovisual content of any genre that targets audiences on
platforms other than traditional broadcast channels.1

While the Minister of Broadcasting is responsible for NZ On Air, both agencies administering
specific funds for short film are monitored by the MCH. Put simplistically, their core mission
and objectives represent different sides of the ‘art/industry’ dichotomy: CNZ’s mandate is arts
funding, whereas the NZFC exists to support the film industry. The level of support offered to
short film also distinguishes the agencies. Whereas short film funding constitutes just over ten
per cent of NZFC total expenditure each year, it accounts for approximately one per cent of
CNZ’s budget.2 The CNZ-administered SIPF has nonetheless been an integral part of New
Zealand film culture over the past decade. Its establishment and operation will be discussed
before the NZFC’s own policies and schemes for short filmmaking are examined.

Creative New Zealand’s support for films

Following the establishment of the NZFC in 1978, CNZ’s predecessor, the QEII Arts Council,
continued to fund artistic and experimental films, as well as documentaries and educational
films, through what was initially called its Creative Film Fund. In 1984 this became the
Creative Film and Video Fund, a partnership between the Arts Council and the NZFC, which
was also supported by TVNZ and NZ On Air at different times in the 1990s.

After a

performance review of the Fund in 1996, NZ On Air relinquished its partnership, and the
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television/DCPF_RFP_2009.pdf (accessed 4 May 2009). Director Chaz Harris suggests that short filmmakers
could apply to this fund to gain support for online series, which might be an ideal way to further develop their
skills, in "Opportunities Beyond the Box," TAKE, Autumn 2009, 11.
2
See Appendix 3.
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scheme was replaced by the SIPF. The key objective of the Creative Film and Video Fund was
retained for the SIPF. Its purpose was ‘to support innovation in the moving image arts’.3 CNZ
defines moving image arts as ‘visual arts projects which draw upon film making practise [sic],’
which encompasses a broad spectrum of screen productions including installations and
experimental projects as well as narrative and documentary films.4
Name of
fund
Period
Annual
budget
Sources of
funding

Creative Film &
Video Fund
1984 - 1994
Information not
available
Arts Council
NZFC
TVNZ

Creative Film &
Video Fund
1994 - 1996
$565,000

Screen Innovation
Production Fund
1996 - 2009
$500,000 - $650,000

Independent
Filmmakers Fund
2009 $540,000

CNZ: $250,000
($300,000 from 2006)
NZFC: $250,000
($350,000 from 2004)
Peer review: 4 panel
members from film/art
sector and 1 member
of CNZ Arts Board

CNZ
NZFC

Peer review:
Funding partners
each nominate 1
member to panel

CNZ: $195,000
NZFC: $185,000
NZ On Air:
$185,000
Peer review:
Funding partners
each nominate 1
member to panel

Structure

Frequency
Objective

3 rounds per year
To support
innovation in the
moving image arts
(emerging and
established film
and video makers)

3 rounds per year
To support
innovation in the
moving image arts
(emerging and
established film
and video makers)

Types of
films
eligible

Drama and
experimental/
alternative

Drama and
experimental/
alternative

Types of
grants

Production and
post production
costs
37 per year
(43% drama, 57%
experimental)
105 per year

Production and
post production
costs
51 per year
(61% drama, 39%
experimental)
160 per year

2 rounds per year
To support innovative,
experimental and noncommercial
productions by
emerging and
experienced moving
image makers.
Experimental, short
drama, animation,
documentary, dance,
installation and digital
feature
Production, post
production and
duplication costs
35 per year

Information not
available

Information not
available

Average
projects
Average
applications
Maximum
grant

192 per year (value:
$3.1 million)
$15,000 - $35,000

Initial assessment by
funding advisor then
peer review by panel
chaired by member of
CNZ Arts Board
1 round per year
To support
innovative, high
quality, noncommercial projects
by experienced film
and moving image
makers
Experimental, short,
animation,
documentary, dance,
moving image art and
feature
Production and post
production costs and
travel grants
Information not yet
available
Information not yet
available
Category 1: $70,000
Category 2: $30,000

Figure 1: Film funds administered by Arts Council/Creative New Zealand5
3

Yeatman, "Policy and Practice", 108-109.
Creative New Zealand, "Glossary," http://www.creativenz.govt.nz/tabid/4866/language/en-NZ/Default.aspx
(accessed 14 April 2009).
5
Information taken from Creative New Zealand website (www.creativenz.govt.nz) and press releases, and also:
Yeatman, "Policy and Practice". Cole-Baker, "Short Film." See also Appendix 4.
6
Creative New Zealand, "How to Apply: Assessment,"
http://www.screeninnovation.govt.nz/how/assessment.html (accessed 19 December 2008).
4
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During its thirteen years of existence, the SIPF was jointly funded by CNZ and the NZFC, but
administered solely by CNZ. The SIPF allowed CNZ to specifically target film and video as art
forms, providing finance for approximately 35 projects annually, in accordance with its Arts
Development objective. Over the course of a two-day meeting, applications were judged by the
five members of the SIPF assessment panel.6 Former SIPF panel member Lawrence McDonald
explains the role of the fund in relation to the broader screen production sector, illustrating its
simultaneous pursuit of industrial and artistic imperatives:
As a partnership between Creative New Zealand and the New Zealand Film
Commission, [the SIPF] must contribute to both the wider New Zealand film industry
and the development of that broad and multifarious terrain known as the visual arts. And
given the large number of documentary applications it always receives, the Fund
sometimes finds itself compensating for the deficiencies of our television service.7
While the SIPF specifically targeted ‘emerging talent’, it also catered for non-commercial
projects by established filmmakers and by recognised artists with experience in other media or
artistic domains.8 Priority was given to projects with budgets of less than $15,000 detailing
both production and post production costs, especially when the applicant had not yet produced a
substantial body of work. CNZ advised applicants that the maximum amount that could be
requested – if the proposal was for a feature film project – was $25,000, although the SIPF
panel occasionally awarded grants of $30,000 to $35,000 to exceptional projects.9 Applications
were assessed according to their ‘potential to support the emergence of new creative talent’,
‘artform and media innovation’, and the project’s ‘artistic merit’ as well as its ‘viability’ in
terms of budgeting and planning.10 Despite the emphasis on innovation and experimentation,
narrative rather than experimental films constituted the majority of applications.11 Yeatman
points out that ‘a definition of innovation is not included [in SIPF guidelines] and it is therefore

7

Lawrence McDonald, "Innovation the Key," http://www.screeninnovation.govt.nz/news/items/innovation.html
(accessed 11 August 2008).
8
Creative New Zealand, "About the Fund," http://www.screeninnovation.govt.nz/about/index.html (accessed 19
December 2008).
9
Creative New Zealand, "Information for Applicants: March 2004 - Feb 2005 " www.creativenz.govt.nz/funding/
programmes/sipf.html (accessed 18 April 2005). For details of the grants in excess of $30,000, see the following
CNZ press releases: "Screen Fund Announces Grants to Short Film," 17 May 2000, http://www.creativenz.govt.nz/
node/2112 (accessed 3 December 2008); "Scarecrow Documentary Among Screen Fund Grants," 19 October 2000;
"Experimental Film Features In Screen Fund Grants," 6 June 2001.
10
Creative New Zealand, "Information for Applicants"; Creative New Zealand, "The Funding Guide" (2008), 94.
11
McDonald, "Innovation the Key"; Yeatman, "Policy and Practice", 105. This was especially true whilst NZ On
Air was a funding partner.
12
Yeatman, "Policy and Practice", 110. CNZ now provides a definition of innovation as ‘the creation of value out
of new ideas, new products, new arts experiences, new services and/or new ways of doing things.’ In "Glossary."
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left to the panel members to assess for themselves whether or not projects fit this criteria.’12
McDonald confirms that while panel members invoked the Fund’s criteria in their assessments
of applications, this was not ‘a straightforward measurement’, and the SIPF guidelines were
suitably vague:
The key word in the Fund's name is innovation and it recurs throughout the list of
criteria. Thankfully, the guidelines are sufficiently broad to allow various kinds and
degrees of innovation, enabling the panel to negotiate the sometimes conflicting
demands made on the Fund because of its unique role.13
Given the Fund’s broad remit and limited resources, it is no surprise that the biannual funding
rounds were highly competitive. On average, eighteen per cent of SIPF applications were
successful between 2000 and 2004, receiving grants from $500 to $35,550.14 The number of
applications each year varied, although it grew from 2000 onwards, peaking at 236 in
2002/03.15 The increasing number of applications was attributed to the growing interest in
screen production resulting from the success of films like Lord of the Rings, as well as the
‘considerable growth in the number of tertiary educational institutions offering film and video
production courses.’16 It may have been the increased pressure on the Fund that led to its
demise.

Following discussions between CNZ and the NZFC, but without prior public warning, CNZ
announced in late 2008 that the upcoming funding round would be the final one for the SIPF.17
The SIPF was replaced by the Independent Filmmakers Fund (IFF), which caters for largely the
same range of innovative, non-commercial audiovisual work, but introduces new criteria and a
modified assessment process. Most significantly, it offers higher value grants and targets
‘experienced film and moving image makers’.18 CNZ funding is no longer directed at emerging
filmmakers; applicants to the IFF must demonstrate that they have a substantial track record in
13

McDonald, "Innovation the Key"; Sandy Gildea, Interview with the author, 12 March 2009. Gildea similarly
highlights the word ‘innovation’ to distinguish the SIPF from NZFC’s Short Film Fund. The SIPF, she says, ‘was
all about innovation, challenging and pushing the boundaries’.
14
See Appendix 4.
15
This contrasted with a decreasing number of Arts Board project funding applications between 1999 and 2005.
Arts Council of New Zealand Toi Aotearoa, "Annual Report 2005 - 2006," (2006), 23-25. Average SIPF
applications per year: 192 to the value of $3.08 million; average grants per year: 35 to the value of $490,615. See
Appendix 4.
16
McDonald, "Innovation the Key." Grants were not available to films that formed part of school or university
coursework, though. NZFC EPs also experienced a record number of submissions in 2002/03, and gave similar
explanations for the ‘onslaught’ of applications. In Philip Wakefield, "Short Film Fund Deluged," OnFilm,
November 2002.
17
Creative New Zealand, "Independent Filmmakers Fund," http://www.creativenz.govt.nz/Funding/
ScreenInnovationProductionFund/IndependentFilmmakersFund/tabid/4790/language/en-NZ/Default.aspx
(accessed 5 December 2008).
18
Ibid.
19
Take, "All You Ever Wanted to Know about the... Independent Filmmakers Fund," no. 54, Autumn 2009: 3.
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film or audiovisual production. There are now two categories of grants for production and post
production proposals. The first offers investments of up to $70,000 for highly experienced
filmmakers whose work has received both national and international recognition. The higher
level grant aims to cater for projects with durations of over 44 minutes, but ‘senior level’
applicants are invited to submit shorter projects so long as they do not qualify for NZFC finance
via the EP Scheme.19 The second category provides grants of up to $30,000 for filmmakers
with ‘a significant track record’ whose work has received national recognition.20 According to
Juliette Veber, Short Film Sales and Marketing Manager at the NZFC, the second category
targets ‘up and coming filmmakers’ with projects similar to those catered for by the SIPF.21
The NZFC’s cultural relevance criteria has been introduced (and highlighted in bold font) for
all applicants: ‘All applications for Category One and Category Two must have significant New
Zealand content, as defined by Section 18 of the New Zealand Film Commission Act 1978.’22
CNZ now also offers travel grants to film directors who have made a film with SIPF or IFF
finance that has been accepted into a significant niche festival that is not on the NZFC ‘A’ list,
such as a dance or experimental film festival.23

CNZ-administered support for short film appears to have been reframed in a market-oriented
discourse. Its previous purpose was ‘to provide grants to emerging and experienced movingimage makers for innovative, experimental and non-commercial moving-image productions.’24
The objective of the IFF, on the other hand, ‘is to invest in exceptional, innovative, high quality,
non commercial projects by experienced film and moving image makers striving to engage
audiences throughout New Zealand and beyond.’25 CNZ states that this restructure aimed to
respond better to ‘barriers and opportunities within the industry’ and ‘presented an opportunity
20

Creative New Zealand, "Independent Filmmakers Fund."
Juliette Veber, Email interview with the author, 5 May 2009.
22
Creative New Zealand, "Independent Filmmakers Fund."
23
In support of their application for a travel grant, CNZ-funded filmmakers must provide a letter of invitation from
the festival and written confirmation from the NZFC Short Film Manager attesting ‘that the non A-list festival
would provide an important and significant opportunity for the filmmaker.’ A maximum grant of $5,000 is
available for travel, accommodation and per diem costs. Creative New Zealand, "Additional Support,"
http://www.creativenz.govt.nz/Funding/IndependentFilmmakersFund/AdditionalSupport/tabid/4869/language/enNZ/Default.aspx (accessed 8 April 2009). This is based on the NZFC travel grants, which are discussed later in this
chapter.
24
Creative New Zealand, "Screen Innovation Production Fund." (Emphasis added.)
25
Creative New Zealand, "Independent Filmmakers Fund." (Emphasis added.)
21
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to align the fund with Creative New Zealand's new Project Funding model and the New
Zealand Film Commission's investment in filmmaking in New Zealand.’26 Veber reiterates
these motives in the same terms, but also highlights the growing problem of non-completed
projects as a key reason for the change:
Feedback from the sector through project completion reports coupled with statistical
information from previous Screen Innovation Production funding rounds indicating an
82% decline rate, prompted Creative New Zealand and the New Zealand Film
Commission to examine the barriers and opportunities within the industry.27
Harley asserts that the motivation for the change was the findings of research on independent
documentary making in New Zealand, which prompted a consensus between CNZ and the
NZFC ‘that fewer projects should be financed, enabling a higher level of grants to be offered,
especially to senior filmmakers aiming to engage audiences with quality projects.’28 The new
name also avoids confusion with the Screen Production Incentive Fund (‘the SPIF’), launched
in 2008.29

There were clearly several factors contributing to the introduction of the IFF, most importantly
a desire to support established documentary and fiction filmmakers and to ensure higher quality
projects are made and actually delivered. Whereas CNZ support for short film was initially
framed as a means of encouraging innovative forms of artistic expression, its discourse is now
imbued with professionalism and economic rationalism. The new scheme is underpinned by a
desire to achieve efficiency by supporting higher profile products and curbing non-completion.
This represents a clear disjuncture from the original purpose of the CNZ-administered fund for
short film. Cole-Baker’s description of the SIPF, for example, framed it in quite different terms
to those used above to explain the IFF: ‘Filmmakers applying to this fund are encouraged to
make very small and manageable films, and to utilise the easy access of new technologies, such
as shooting on digital formats.’30

26

Ibid.
Veber, interview.
28
Ruth Harley, "From the Chief Executive," in Report of the New Zealand Film Commission for the year ending
30 June 2008 (New Zealand Film Commission, 2008), 5. See Creative New Zealand and New Zealand Film
Commission, "Research into New Zealand’s Independent Documentary Sector" (2008),
http://www.creativenz.govt.nz/LinkClick.aspx?fileticket=s364pJQFYvg%3D&tabid=4790&language=en-NZ
(accessed 17 April 2009).
29
See Ministry for Culture and Heritage, "New Zealand Screen Production Incentive Fund – Outline," 3 July 2008,
http://www.mch.govt.nz/publications/screen-production-fund/index.html (accessed 22 May 2009).
30
Cole-Baker, "Short Film," 55.
31
Creative New Zealand, "Project Funding Changes – Update," http://www.creativenz.govt.nz/Funding/
Reviewofprojectfunding/tabid/4785/language/en-NZ/Default.aspx (accessed 12 February 2009).
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The IFF was established as part of CNZ’s new contestable project funding system in February
2009, which introduced ‘innovation’ as a criterion in the artistic assessment of all projects, not
only moving image productions.31 In contrast to the loose application of ‘innovation’ under the
SIPF, as described above by McDonald and Yeatman, the term is now defined by CNZ as
‘involving the creation of value out of new ideas, new products, new arts experiences, new
services and/or new ways of doing things.’32 An emphasis on strategy and accountability was
evident in CNZ’s explanation that its new funding system would align with its strategic targets
and enable CNZ ‘to measure the impact of its investments more effectively.’33 The agency also
explains that each proposal will be evaluated according to ‘two types of assessment – artistic
and strategic.’34 The discourse employed by CNZ to introduce the IFF resembles that used by
the NZFC to describe the Short Film Fund, as the following discussion will illustrate. The rest
of this chapter outlines the NZFC’s production and post production funding programmes for
short film, with reference to performance reviews conducted in 1997 and 2007, as well as to
other policy documents which rationalise funding methods.

NZFC support for short films

In 1985 the NZFC established the Short Film Fund with special project funding from the
Lottery Grants Board to ‘fill the major gap in the industry between purely commercial
production and feature films’ and to encourage ‘new film-makers and new approaches to filmmaking’.35 Prior to the establishment of NZ On Air in 1989, the Short Film Fund supported a
wide range of films under 70 minutes including tele-features and television documentaries, but
it generally offered partial funding only for projects aimed at broadcast television. The early
success of the Short Film Fund has been attributed to then Executive Director Booth’s foresight

32

Creative New Zealand, "Glossary." (Emphasis added.) This definition does not specify what sort of value is
being referred to, so it nonetheless allows for a range of interpretations.
33
Creative New Zealand, "Q2. Why is Creative New Zealand Changing its Project Funding System?"
http://www.creativenz.govt.nz/Funding/Reviewofprojectfunding/ReviewFrequentlyAskedQuestions/tabid/4787/lan
guage/en-NZ/Default.aspx (accessed 12 February 2009). ‘These changes will help us to be more responsive to the
arts sector’s needs and to ensure that investment in the development of projects, initiatives and support for the
sector meet our strategic priorities.’ Creative New Zealand, "The Funding Guide: Changes to Project Funding and
Special Opportunities," http://www.screeninnovation.govt.nz/files/changes-to-project-funding.pdf (accessed 12
February 2009).
34
Take, "Independent Filmmakers Fund," 26.
35
Quotes taken from NZFC Annual Reports in 1986 and 1987. Cited in Waller, "New Zealand Film
Commission"; New Zealand Film Commission, "Short Film Fund: Background," in Short Film Fund Discussion
Paper (1997).
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to fund two theatrical short films per year, each with a budget target of $120,000.36 Dubbed
‘bonsai epics’, these films garnered critical attention and sold to territories around the world.
The precedent was set by Alison Maclean’s fourteen-minute black and white film Kitchen Sink
(1989), which was selected to screen in competition at the Festival de Cannes and consequently
generated over $90,000 in sales revenue.37

Name of
fund
Period
Annual
budget
Sources of
funding
Structure

Frequency
Objective

Types of
films
eligible
Types of
grants
Average
projects per
year
Average
applications
Maximum
grant

Short Film Fund

Short Film Fund

1985 - 1991
$1 million ($1.5
million from 1989)
Lottery Grants
Board
Board-appointed
panel advised by 2
part-time
consultants
3 rounds per year
To encourage new
filmmakers and to
make high quality
short films.

1991 - 1997
$1 million ($900,000
from 1995)
Lottery Grants Board

Short dramas, TV
dramas and
documentaries (up
to 70 minutes)
Production & post
production funding
Information not
available

Information not
available
$120,000

Sub-committee of
NZFC Board/
Creative and Industry
Development Unit
3 rounds per year
To produce cinematic
short films as entities
in their own right and
to encourage the
development of
creative talent for
feature filmmaking
Short narrative films
and tele-features (up
to 70 minutes)

Short Film Fund
EP Scheme
1997 $750,000 ($1
million from 2004)
Lottery Grants
Board/Government
Devolved: Three
independent
production groups
contracted
1 per year per EP
Talent
development: To
identify and
support future
feature filmmakers

Short Film Post
Production Fund
1997 $140,000

Theatrical short
films under 15
minutes

Short films (on
video) selected to
screen in competition
at ‘A’ list festival
Post production
funding; travel grants
4 films (total: 39
films 1997-2007)

Production & post
production funding
11 short dramas, 1
animation, 1
documentary, 1 onehour TV drama
100 per year

Production
funding
3 films per EP
(total: 9 films per
year)

$120,000

$70,000 ($100,000
from 2004)

140 per EP

Lottery Grants
Board/Government
Short Film Manager
assesses applications
(previously Boardappointed committee)
As needed
Talent development:
To support and
showcase the work of
future feature
filmmakers

Information not
available
$20,000 ($30,000
from 2004)

Figure 2: Short Film Fund administered by New Zealand Film Commission38
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Fitzgerald, interview; New Zealand Film Commission, "Short Film Fund Discussion Paper," (1997); Shelton,
Selling of New Zealand Movies, 73,
37
Cole-Baker, "Short Film," 59; Shelton, Selling of New Zealand Movies, 101.
38
Information taken from: Yeatman, "Policy and Practice"; Waller, "New Zealand Film Commission"; New
Zealand Film Commission, "Short Film Fund: Background"; Joyce, "In Development", 146; Veber et al.,
"Review."
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In 1991, following the drastic funding cut by the National government, the Short Film Fund
was administered by a sub-committee of the NZFC Board and documentaries were no longer
eligible for funding unless they could prove their international sales potential. Although the
Short Film Fund Committee operated relatively independently and represented ‘a range of
voices and tastes’, a performance review in 1997 suggested alternatives to this method of short
film support.39 Following industry consultation, the NZFC decided to replace the committee
with three Executive Producer groups who were each allocated $210,000 to select and oversee
the production of at least three short films over a 12 month period. Initially labelled the ‘Talent
Development Initiative’, this funding programme came to be known as the Short Film Fund
Executive Producer Scheme, commonly called short film ‘pods’. In allocating tender contracts
to Executive Producers (EPs), the NZFC considers ‘the strategies for development and
production; the budgets; the film industry experience of the key personnel; and their desire for a
variety of approaches and styles.’40 The assessment process and funding criteria of the Short
Film Fund did not change dramatically as a result of this restructure. The most significant
changes pertained to the process of application and selection, rather than objectives or
outcomes.

Independent EPs tend to take a more proactive and interactive role than the

committee in inviting, evaluating and developing short film projects.41

The NZFC Short Film Post Production Fund was introduced concurrently to provide grants for
short video work to be finished to film where there was evidence of ‘significant market
interest’.42 This allowed short films financed by the EP Scheme to be finished to video tape and
only get printed on the more expensive medium of film if needed for a cinema screening. A
film funded by the NZFC or any other source would be eligible for post production funding of
up to $20,000 if it were selected to compete in a major international (‘A’ list) festival or for
domestic theatrical release. The NZFC marketing department uses a coding system to rate

39

Fitzgerald, interview. See also Waller, "The New Zealand Film Commission: Promoting an Industry, Forging a
National Identity," in Contemporary New Zealand Cinema: From New Wave to Blockbuster, ed. Ian Conrich and
Stuart Murray (London: I.B. Tauris 2008), 2; Cole-Baker, "Short Film," 51; Yeatman, "Policy and Practice", 160.
40
New Zealand Film Commission, "Report of the New Zealand Film Commission for the year ending 30 June
2000," (2000), 14. See Appendix 5 for a list of contracted EPs from 1997 to 2007.
41
Yeatman, "Policy and Practice", 193, 226. The role of the EP ands their specific criteria are explored further in
the following chapter.
42
The NZFC explained it as such: ‘The fund was intended to ensure that funds spent in postproduction were spent
when cinema release was assured.’ New Zealand Film Commission, "Report of the New Zealand Film
Commission for the year ending 30 June 1999," 16.
43
Veber et al., "Review," 25. Festivals for short films and features are assessed separately; the NZFC only
considers eight festivals to be ‘A’ list festivals for feature films. A similar approach to coding festivals exists in
other countries too, although their ‘A’ lists tend to be shorter. See, for example, Beaudry, Chen, and Smith, "Short
Film Research Study", 15
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festivals from ‘A’ to ‘D’; its categorisation of ‘A’ list festivals encompasses the world’s top
film festivals (currently eighteen) that it defines as ‘major events with prestige and influence’.43
Within a year, the Post Production Fund guidelines were narrowed to concentrate on these
major international festivals, and consequently films with a distribution agreement for domestic
theatrical release were no longer eligible for post production funding.44 Acceptance at these
festivals is extremely competitive and offers filmmakers an unparalleled opportunity to present
their work and build their reputation. An increasing number of festivals accept non-competition
films in digital video format, including all ‘A’ list festivals except Cannes and Berlin; however,
selectors still seem to prefer film.45 Generally considered the most prestigious festival in the
world, Cannes is also one of the most demanding, requiring the films it screens to be a 35mm
print and a world première.46

Applications to the Post Production Fund used to be judged by a board-appointed committee
who met on average six times a year, but in recent years they have been assessed by the NZFC
Short Film Manager. Any New Zealand short film that is selected for an ‘A’ list festival but
has not been completed to a suitable standard to screen in the festival qualifies for NZFC post
production funding. The fundamental evaluation made of an application is the Short Film
Manager’s scrutiny of the budget. The NZFC has been praised by filmmakers for its quick
turnaround on applications, which enables producers to meet tight festival deadlines.47
Between one and eight short films qualify each year for post production funding according to
the criteria stated above. Many of these films have received production funding from the SIPF,
while others have been self-funded by the filmmakers. NZFC EP projects were eligible too,
until production budgets were increased from $70,000 to $100,000 in 2004 and all films were
subsequently required to be finished on 35mm print. At the same time, the maximum grant per
film from the Post Production Fund was also increased by 50 per cent. The augmentation of
budgets followed the Labour government’s increased funding of the NZFC.

44

New Zealand Film Commission, "Report" (1999), 12. Nonetheless, the NZFC has ignored this policy on at least
one occasion, when only one film qualified in a given year for post production financing. In 2001/02, for instance,
a series of programmes featuring New Zealand short films received post-production costs in order to be screened
on TV4. "Report" (2002), 12.
45
Veber et al., "Review," 18.
46
Cole-Baker, "Short Film," 58; Sue Murray, "Review of NZFC's Sales and Marketing Operation," ed. New
Zealand Film Commission (2008).
47
New Zealand Screen Council, "Kitty Case Study," http://www.nzscreencouncil.co.nz/marketing/film/kitty.htm
(accessed 1 December 2008).
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The increase in budgets was, according to the background information provided in the 2007
Review of NZFC Short Film Strategy (2007 Review), designed with the goal of ‘relieving
pressure on the post-production fund’.48 Although the Post Production Fund had provided
finance for five short films that year, interviews with current and former NZFC employees
reveal the fund did not appear to be under pressure.49 It seems the 2007 Review should have
read ‘post production budgets’ instead of ‘the post-production fund’. Veber explains that
following a review in October 2003, the NZFC decided to increase the sum available to EPs to
enable all filmmakers to complete their projects to 35mm print without stretching their post
production budgets.50 In 2005, this requirement was refined further: EPs were requested to
allocate ‘production finance for at least three 15 minute (maximum length) 35mm theatrical
short films’.51 Cole-Baker notes that most EPs had already self-imposed the requirement that
films be completed to a 35mm print before the NZFC changed their criteria. She summarises
the arguments for and against finishing to video (tape, now a digital format):
In one sense, finishing to tape is a sensible option: most short films will only have a life
on tape, primarily used for television sales, unless they are accepted to one of the main
festivals. Some smaller festivals will screen films on tape, again making the costs of a
print unwarranted…. However, this does little to encourage or appreciate the work of
the many technicians who make significant sacrifices (usually financial) for the making
of a short film: what happens to the quality of the lighting or Dolby Digital sound mix if
a production only finishes on tape?52
In 2007, a group of EPs recommended that the NZFC conduct annual reviews of technological
changes as they relate to festival screening formats in order to determine whether there is an
ongoing need to finish films to a 35mm print.53 Many are adamant, nonetheless, that support
from the Post Production Fund continues to greatly assist filmmakers whose work is otherwise
not finished to an adequate technical standard to project onto a big screen. Although she
questions the value of offering short film production funding, NZFC Board member and former
EP Vanessa Alexander (Pickpocket Films, 2002-2004) describes the Post Production Fund as

48

Veber et al., "Review," 23.
Veber, interview; Gildea, interview. When asked about the Post Production Fund, Short Film Manager from
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‘really crucial’ in helping launch the careers of short filmmakers, pointing in particular to
successful applicants whose films had been self-funded or financed by the SIPF.54

The Post Production Fund also offers financial assistance for directors and, in some cases,
producers, to attend one ‘A’ list film festival with their selected film in its first year of release.55
Attending these festivals enables directors to promote their work, help build their profile, and
make contact with potential investors, buyers and fellow filmmakers. Former Short Film
Manager Sandy Gildea explains:
‘A’ list festivals are where the international film community meets, so attending those
festivals with your short film can help put an emerging filmmaker on the radar … it gets
them in front of other festival directors, buyers, distributors, funders, etcetera.56
Directors who have received NZFC assistance to attend these festivals attest to the value of this
support in terms of learning about the global film industry, particularly aspects such as
marketing and sales, and meeting potential investors or future collaborators.57 It is at these
events that many local filmmakers realise the unique nature of NZFC support; it is fairly rare
for a state-funded film agency to pay for festival submissions and travel costs, while also
actively marketing films made both with and without its support.58

Shifting definitions of ‘short’ film

A key rationale for reforming the Short Film Fund in 1997 was the perceived need for a greater
variety of film durations. The NZFC hoped to enable filmmakers to work with longer formats
than previously allowed so as to better prepare them for feature filmmaking.59 Of the four
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options presented in its 1997 discussion paper, three included making medium length films for
television, in the hope that this would increase filmmakers’ awareness of market demands and
create more realistic expectations of professional screen production.60 This was seen as an
essential response to the paucity of local, independent television production which, in other
countries, offers filmmakers opportunities to develop their skills.61

Despite allowing for longer films, the EP Scheme did not lead to a greater variety of short film
durations. In his research on short filmmaking, Yeatman noted that the average length of
NZFC-funded shorts had not increased by 1998, although he suggested that it might take time
before filmmaking conventions changed.62 In fact, rather than leading to an increased variety of
film lengths, the Short Film Fund criteria evolved to adopt an even narrower definition of short
film. The NZFC did provide production finance for two television series during this period
under the rubric of the Short Film Fund; however, this finance was not offered via the EP
Scheme.63 From 1997 to 2003, the NZFC required that short film tender groups ensure the
production of ‘at least three non-feature length films with the available finance, to a minimum
of 16mm print or international broadcast quality video.’64 For the first two years of the EP
scheme, scripts of varying duration were invited from applicants.65 After three years, only one
consortium had ‘no length restriction’, while the others specifically focused on shorter films:
Swad Saunders aimed to produce three 10 minute films and Big House requested applicants
send in scripts no longer than 12 minutes.66 By the 2001/02 funding year, all three EPs
specified that they would only produce films shorter than 15 minutes, with one group aiming
for a maximum length of ten minutes.67
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The pressure on a film’s budget and desire to maximise its chances of finding an audience at a
range of festivals motivated EPs to restrict the length of funded projects. Generally speaking,
the longer a film’s duration, the more shooting time and film stock it requires. Even if most of
the team is working for free or at very low rates, the longer duration increases expenditure not
only on rental equipment and consumables such as film stock and sound tapes, but it also raises
the cost of processing and editing the film. The requirement that projects be shot on film for
less than $100,000 restricts filmmakers’ capacity to make high quality longer length projects.
Moreover, if a short film is longer than 15 minutes, it is not eligible to compete in certain ‘A’
list festival competitions, including Venice, Cannes, and, until 2003, Berlin. The aim of getting
into an ‘A’ list festival is the rationale cited by many EPs when asked why there is such an
insistence on short film duration in their criteria.68 A longer short film is also much harder to
sell. Due to the exhibition constraints of cinema and television, there is little market for short
films over 15 minutes in length.69 Distributors and sales agents tend to favour films under 10
minutes, preferably no more than 5 minutes, as shorter films are easier to programme in
television schedules or before a feature film – on the rare occasion that this occurs.70 While
some NZFC films are shorter than ten minutes, very few are under eight minutes.71 Clearly, the
primary objective of the NZFC EP Scheme is not to make short films that sell but instead that
gain entry into ‘A’ list festivals.

Although the NZFC acts as a sales agent for its short films, many of which are bought by
foreign broadcasters, it never expects a return on its investment, nor do filmmakers. Short
filmmakers are motivated by reputation gains rather than financial reward.72 While it has
sometimes considered an audience development strategy for short film, the NZFC only
occasionally devoted resources to domestic distribution initiatives between 1998 and 2006.73
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The Short Film Manager has devoted more of her time to submitting NZFC-funded films to
international festivals. Since 1999, the NZFC has set the following yearly target: ‘All new
shorts with NZFC investment to be offered to a minimum of 10 relevant major film festivals
where the focus is on identifying new talent’.74 The NZFC has asserted that the audience that
matters to its short films are overseas festival programmers: ‘In the case of a short film the most
effective audience from a career development point of view can be a festival director, agent or
agency who will track and support the future career of a filmmaker.’75 When it comes to short
films, festivals are the market and reputation is the currency. Festival selection, awards and
reviews help short films to reach an audience.76 As Liz Czach explains, selection in a renowned
film festival is a source of ‘critical capital’ for filmmakers around the world, and affects the
sorts of films that are valued within their own national cinemas.77

Alexander concurs that ‘A’

list selection is not only important in terms of a director’s career progression, but can also
influence local viewers’ perception of a film. Pointing to the number of New Zealanders who
have watched Academy Award nominee Two Cars, One Night but few if any other short films,
she says: ‘I also think people's interest in short films is governed by how they perform
internationally, so we'd be foolish to ignore that.... Actually the critical component or critical
success is what drives the [local] short film audience to watch them.’78

Relationship between government policy and the NZFC Short Film Fund

The decentralised structure of the EP Scheme was consistent with the principles of the National
government at the time of the fund’s establishment as well as with those of the Labour
government from 1999 to 2008.

According to public choice theory, which the National

government of the 1990s espoused, state-funded agencies and the arts community have vested
interests in public support of the arts. It was therefore believed that departments ‘should not
provide both policy advice and implementation, and … there should be as much competition in
state service provision as possible’.79 Indeed, when Harley was appointed to the NZFC in 1997,
after six years at NZ On Air, which embodies the funder-provider split, she expressed concern
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at ‘the risk of client capture of the agency’.80 The need for competition and role separation was
met by putting the EP groups up for yearly tender, and limiting possible contract renewals to a
maximum of two consecutive years. Yeatman observes that this arrangement caused ‘a shift in
the axis of power’.81 It was no doubt based on the PODS, which were the first instance of
devolved funding instituted by the NZFC.82

By contracting independent, experienced

producers to implement short film funding, the EP Scheme also espouses the third way value of
partnership with industry.83 Thus, the devolution of funding decisions to members of the film
industry aligned well with the discourse of both the National and Labour (coalition)
governments of the past two decades.

Although NZFC criteria on the length and medium of the finished film have become
increasingly stringent, the principle of non-prescription has remained central to short film
policy. Operating at arm’s length from government, the NZFC formulates a strategy for short
films to enable a high quantity and quality of short film production. It allows other groups to
determine exactly which films are allocated state funds, though, avoiding making any creative
decisions itself. Its EP Scheme devolves authority far from the MCH, giving independent
producers the power to decide on the ‘process and criteria for selecting projects’.84 Thus, the
EPs, rather than board members or employees, appraise applications according to their
preferences in terms of style, themes and genre. Joyce frames this out-sourcing by the NZFC as
‘a patronage position’, which enables producers to take responsibility for projects, rather than
having the NZFC act as a gate-keeping studio, potentially lacking in transparency and
accountability.85

While the NZFC attempts to avoid picking funding winners, its legal obligations necessitate a
careful selection of the external agents who determine which films are worthy of public
funding. As a government agency, the NZFC has certain statutory requirements, including
formulating strategies and objectives that its board must ensure it follows.86 The NZFC is
80
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required to present three strategic documents annually to the responsible Minister: a Statement
of Intent (SOI), Memorandum of Understanding and an Annual Report. The discourse in these
documents varies according to the political and economic climate, as well as the NZFC
management, but they always advocate the role of the NZFC in a manner designed to appeal to
the current government.87 As Joyce points out, the 1990 annual report to the new National
government framed short film as a promotional tool and a means of talent development.88

The positioning of short film within the NZFC’s Statement of Objectives and Service
Performance in annual reports demonstrates the ongoing framing of the medium on the basis of
its contribution to the feature film industry. From 1998 to 2004, the Short Film Fund was
evaluated in accordance with the following objective: ‘To support initiatives which develop the
projects and talent for distinctively New Zealand feature films, which play to bigger New
Zealand audiences and generate better returns on investment – both cultural and financial.’89
The NZFC reformulated its objectives and performance measures in 2005, in accordance with
the Crown Entities Act 2004.90 It now considers short film production in relation to its goals of
‘cultural capital’, ‘cultural storytelling’ and ‘a vibrant international profile’, which are framed
according to its key strategy: ‘A flow of successful feature films is the optimum way of
fulfilling the NZFC’s purpose of growing the NZ film sector.’91 Thus, NZFC policy discourse
does not accord short film any intrinsic value as a form of cultural expression; its worth is
instrumental, as a launch pad for future feature filmmakers. This point is repeated throughout
the 2007 Review papers, where an intent focus on the strategic goal of talent development
leaves no space to discuss the potential of short film to be appreciated by New Zealand
audiences. A report on a meeting with EPs provides the only instance of considering short
films as cultural artefacts in their own right.92 In the other seventy-eight pages of the Review,
cultural objectives are rarely mentioned.
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The language and principles contained in MCH and NZFC strategic plans permeate the
discourse of the Film Commission as well as that of its contracted executive producers. EPs are
free to propose any criteria they think appropriate; however, by way of the tender process, the
NZFC selects which criteria will be implemented, and thus retains control of the scheme. The
NZFC tender documents for Short Film Fund EPs display an insistence on industry experience
and a desire for strategic plans that match NZFC policy. Yearly tender requirements specify
that the holders of EP contracts must have ‘a substantial filmography’ and determine a strategy
‘for finding, identifying and developing talent for feature films’.93 Veber adds: ‘Ideally the EPs
would be short film producers who are looking to make the leap to feature film producing.’94 A
broad strategy with measurable outcomes is not essential to gain an EP contract but is desirable.
Tenders ‘may include a strategy for delivering outcomes within the wider talent development
brief, over and above the films, and a way of measuring the achievement of these outcomes.’95

The emphasis on future feature filmmakers is framed in a similar way in NZFC internal and
external communication as well as in guidelines for applicants prepared by EPs.96

The

description of travel grants available for directors and producers through the Post Production
Fund also focuses on filmmakers with specific plans of pursuing a career in the movie industry:
‘Priority will be given to teams who have a feature film project in development.’97 Even in
spoken discourse, EPs express their support for short film within the NZFC frame of talent
development. Karl Zohrab, co-executive producer for 2002 to 2004 as Littlejab Pictures, states,
‘the key outcome for shorts – from a producing point of view and from the NZFC’s point of
view – has always been about developing and identifying talent.’98 Similarly, in an OnFilm
interview, co-executive producer Nik Beachman (Short Intercept, 2004-2006) invokes the
NZFC objective to explain the need to allow for creative freedom within the scheme: ‘You have
to acknowledge it’s a talent development initiative and people need to be able to make
mistakes.’99
93
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The framing of filmmakers as talented professionals building a career, rather than artists
exploring their craft or communicating with the wider public, aligns with the political discourse
of the knowledge economy and creative industries. Shortly before the change of government in
1999, this connection was made explicit by NZFC chairperson Sorrell and Harley, who
described the film industry ‘as a high growth, high margin knowledge based business’ that
contributes to ‘other New Zealand based content industries’.100 Sorrell and Harley invoked the
dominant discourse to reinforce their argument about the ‘talent drain’.101 Their statements
demonstrate the NZFC’s strategic use of creative industries discourse to convey the value of
state-funded filmmaking prior to the arrival of the fifth Labour government.

The focus on the creative entrepreneur in the government’s framing of cultural industries
strengthens the perception of New Zealand filmmaking as an auteur-driven industry. Clark’s
speeches tend to contain a modernist celebration of the individual artist combined with an
instrumentalist account of celebrity artists as creative entrepreneurs.

In a speech where she

describes ‘arts and culture as a seed bed for the creativity and lateral thinking which drives new
ideas’, Clark asserts: ‘It is educated, skilled, creative and enterprising people who are going to
drive New Zealand's future as a nation.’102 Horrocks’ work allows us to trace this discourse
back to the fourth Labour government’s deliberate attempts to reframe nationalism within the
New Zealand film and television sector. He writes: ‘Their choice of cultural hero was the
positive-thinking entrepreneur, American in style and global in ambition, diametrically opposed
in his own way to the troubled “man alone” of the “culture of unease”.’103 In her analysis of the
fifth Labour government’s cultural policy, Lawn similarly refers to ‘the pursuit of what might
be called a “star-making machinery” where cultural achievers are upheld as national icons to
rival the heroes of the sporting and commercial worlds.’104 Lord of the Rings director Peter
interview, Gildea made similar remarks regarding her involvement with the scheme as NZFC Short Film Manager:
‘It was a development scheme, you need to let people hold enough of their own reins without being overly
prescriptive.’
100
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Jackson became the poster boy for this new image of the creative New Zealander, and was
mentioned in various speeches by Clark and Harley.105 Director of Two Cars, One Night
(2003), Waititi’s career path is similarly highlighted as a successful example of NZFC short
film policy.106

The spotlight on directors can be criticised for its failure to acknowledge the important roles
played by other members of the filmmaking team. In addition to highlighting the director in
policy documents, the NZFC makes it ‘very clear’ to EPs that the Short Film Fund ‘is about
director talent development’.107 The emphasis on festival selection reinforces the auteur focus
as the director, more than any other contributor to a film, benefits from a festival screening.108
EPs acknowledge that short filmmaking offers opportunities for cast and crew development as
well as the key creatives,109 yet their funding guidelines tend to omit recognising the role of the
wider team. In the past decade, only one EP has expressed an intention to encourage skills
development in a field other than writing, directing or producing. Gardiner and Curtis of
Whenua Films (2004-2006) included in their tender the aims of helping ‘crews’ as well as
writers, directors and producers to develop careers in filmmaking and encouraging ‘industry
wide talent development through all skills’.110 They are thus the sole consortium whose criteria
expressly acknowledge the extensive collaboration involved in short filmmaking. As This is
Her (Katie Wolfe, 2008) producer Rachel Lorimer says: ‘In this most collaborative of art forms
every contribution has an impact on what ends up on screen.’111

This suggests a break from the ‘prevailing New Zealand “art-house” ethos’ and dominance of
writer-director ‘auteurs’, as described in the 2007 Review.112 Of the 123 films that received
finance through the EP Scheme and Post Production Fund between 1997 and 2007, 76 per cent
were made by writer-directors.113 The centrality of the director as the key creative in NZFC
policy is thus reinforced by creative industries’ discourse (top-down) and filmmaking practices
105
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(bottom-up). It is further compounded by the international political economy of film and the
auteur approach in cinema studies.114 Christina Milligan, former NZFC Short Film Committee
Chair and recent EP (Shorts Conbrio, 2006-2008), is concerned at the lack of support for
writers due to the high number of writer-directors receiving short film funding: ‘I think our
filmmakers have suffered because of the strong support for the auteur theory.’115 Joyce also
believes: ‘There is a false perception of the primacy of auteur directors in New Zealand
filmmaking. In practice, very few take sole responsibility for scriptwriting and when they have,
it has often been only on their first films.’116 There is nothing to suggest that the NZFC has
addressed her concern that short film policy in the 1990s ‘favoured an auteur philosophy,
encouraging projects already written by writer/directors, and rarely providing finance for the
development aspect of short film.’117 Recently, however, some EPs have effectively dedicated
time and resources to short film development, as discussed in the next chapter.

NZFC documents, such as its 2007 Review, refer explicitly to ‘the business that is the film
industry’ but not to film culture as such.118 This reflects comments made by former NZFC
chairperson Barrie Everard: ‘the over-arching objective of the board during [the early 2000s]
was to get everyone to understand that we are in a business, and to instil a knowledge of the
business in the executive and then in filmmakers.’119

The framing of filmmaking as a

professional activity resulting in consumable products, rather than a form of artistic expression
with wider cultural or social benefits, reflects the NZFC’s market-orientated strategy. While
the NZFC has always been oriented towards a film industry, the political dominance of
economic rationalism alongside cultural nationalism caused it to shift from a ‘producer
orientation to market orientation’ in the 1990s.120

This is exemplified by the NZFC’s

reformulated strategic plan and mission statement in July 1998. The agency’s new purpose
statement – ‘contributing to the creation of cultural capital in Aotearoa/New Zealand through
popular feature films’ – Sorrell explained, ‘reflects a change in emphasis from sustaining an
industry, to investing in films which reach a wider audience, particularly in New Zealand.’121
114
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This reframed objective aligned closely with the approach of the incumbent National and
incoming Labour-led governments. Both parties positioned arts funding as a policy aimed at
strengthening national identity, which each identified as a key government goal.122

In its 2007 Review, the NZFC reiterated that the purpose of the Short Film Fund was the
development of creative talent whose future work would contribute to the NZFC’s key longterm outcome: ‘New Zealand films and filmmakers will generate a significant component of
our cultural capital/national identity.’123

Here, cultural capital and national identity are

conflated and presented as complementary outcomes of audience-focused film funding. Even
though the audience for short film is limited, the EP Scheme encourages filmmakers to
concentrate on making films for viewers, rather than merely for themselves, representing the
NZFC orientation towards markets instead of producers. Every year, the guidelines of at least
one EP include criteria that require applicants to demonstrate a clear idea of the intended
audience for their film.124

Although it tends to frame the idea as ‘cultural capital’, New Zealand identity remains the core
imperative of the NZFC. Section 18 of the New Zealand Film Commission Act continues to
determine which short film projects are eligible for funding, now including, as mentioned
above, those allocated finance via CNZ.125 The concepts of cultural relevance and national
identity are contested by filmmakers, though.

Yeatman provides examples of short film

directors and producers who question the use of cultural relevance as an allocation criterion and
raise concerns about authorising particular definitions of national culture.126 Pitts similarly
contests the NZFC definition of New Zealand film, suggesting that short films whose main
characters are neither Pakeha nor Maori like Eating Sausage (Zia Mandviwalla, 2004), which
received production funding from the SIPF, and Fleeting Beauty (Virginia Pitts, 2004), which
was rejected by two NZFC EP groups, apparently ‘on the basis that it was not a “New Zealand
film”,’ help to redefine New Zealand cinema.127 The NZFC has noticed that an increasing
number of funding applicants challenge contemporary understandings of New Zealand culture.
Its 2006 SOI reveals: ‘The concept of “National Cinema” is being challenged by filmmakers in
122
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the same way that writers and painters have interrogated the NZ identity of their art forms in the
past.’128 The NZFC recognises that it must support an increasingly diverse palette of films, yet
frames this ‘broadening definition of New Zealand film’ as a threat to national identity
formation:
The challenge for the NZFC is to interrogate this trend further both financially and
culturally through consultation with the industry, and a study of other culturally-based
industries to ensure that while the concept of national cinema may be evolving and
broadening, it does not lose its core potency.129
As discussed in the previous chapter, the Labour-led government identified film as the ideal
vehicle to fulfil both the internal and external dimensions of its national identity goal in a
globalised environment. In addition to helping New Zealanders understand themselves and
each other, the government hoped that NZFC-funded films would promote the New Zealand
brand overseas. More than any other NZFC programme, short film schemes are clearly focused
on international audiences. This focus, however, can be attributed in large part to the NZFC’s
market orientation and strategic focus on talent development, rather than any response to
government discourse on globalisation. Gaining international attention has always been a key
objective of NZFC short film policy.130 In the 1990s, Yeatman found that the NZFC tended to
give applicants ‘implicit suggestions rather than explicit directives’ in regards to increasing
their short film’s chance of international success.131

Some recent EPs admit that the

significance of international festivals influences their selection of projects for development.
Andrew Bancroft of Short Intercept reveals, ‘I was aware of picking shorts that were festivalfriendly…. I also think our sensibility tends to reflect some of the sensibilities of festival
programmers and what’s valued in cinema overseas.’132

Although presenting a film at prestigious festivals can be highly advantageous for the ‘critical
capital’ of a producer or director, it is arguable whether this actually helps to generate ‘cultural
capital’ in New Zealand. Bancroft questions the emphasis on the international success of short
films, saying that rather than considering their relevance for local audiences, ‘we’re sort of
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celebrating and showcasing what was successful at overseas festivals.’133 Furthermore, even if a
filmmaker attracts international interest in a proposed feature film, there is no guarantee that the
project will be carried out in New Zealand.134 New Zealand audiences do not necessarily
appreciate features from filmmakers favoured by international festival directors or attendees,
either. There is indeed a history of successful short film directors whose subsequent feature
film gains critical international acclaim but not popular domestic success.135

The NZFC

presents a correlation between short film success (directors whose films have been selected for
‘A’ list festivals) and feature success (directors whose films attain at least two of four NZFCdetermined performance measures); however, closer analysis of their data reveals that ‘A’ list
short film directors are more likely to fulfil the international measures of success than achieve
high results at the New Zealand box office.136

The emphasis on measurable, strategic targets in NZFC policy causes a narrow focus on
quantitative outcomes that fails to account for the full value of a film. Apart from the ‘Report
on Short Film Production and Professional Development Survey’, which includes a qualitative
questionnaire on short filmmakers’ experiences and expectations, the 2007 Review focuses on
quantitative indicators to measure cultural goals. For example, ‘The Statement of Intent for
2006 – 2009 identifies broader cultural objectives which can be assessed by the festival/
marketplace results identified in the Survey…’137 The performance measures used ‘to
benchmark “success”’ in the Review are based on NZFC’s feature film assessment criteria:
‘Critical acclaim/A list festivals; National identity/New Zealand box office; International
sales/ROI [Return on Investment].’138

While using a financial indicator to measure

international sales is logical, the relationship between ‘National identity’ and ‘New Zealand box
office’ is highly tenuous. It rests on the unfounded assumption that a New Zealand film that
attracts a large local audience automatically engenders a sense of national identity. While this
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indicator may reflect a feature film’s likelihood of meeting the NZFC’s key cultural objective,
as a certain number of viewers is necessary for a film to have any social impact, it in no way
reflects the audience’s level or nature of engagement with the film. Obviously, these monetary
measures are unsuitable for evaluating short films, which rarely have any significant financial
return. Hence the NZFC’s measurement of a short film’s success is in terms of critical rather
than financial capital. Making meaningful evaluations of film policy is not as simple as
calculating box office takings or a return on investment.

Conclusion

This chapter has demonstrated that the NZFC endows short filmmaking with value when it is
seen to contribute to the national feature film industry. My examination of NZFC policy
documents, public statements and EP funding guidelines has found little mention of artistic
expression, technical innovation or engagement with local audiences. Short film is framed
instead as an opportunity for future feature filmmakers to develop their skills, build creative
relationships, and showcase their talent. EPs wisely recommend that the NZFC recognise ‘the
benefits of short films over and above the transition of the key creatives to features’, suggesting
the agency consider opportunities for various members of the cast and crew ‘to test innovation,
new technologies and to build skills and experience’.139

Experimentation was a value encouraged by the SIPF, but it is not a stated objective of the EP
Scheme or the IFF. This suggests a narrowing in the range of short film projects eligible for
state funding, although the actual effect of CNZ’s new scheme is yet to be seen. The increasing
similarity in the discourse used by the NZFC and CNZ reflects the agencies’ alignment with the
dominant ideologies of recent governments whose approach to cultural funding has been shaped
by the discourses of economic rationalism and the creative industries. The similar framing of
the IFF and the Short Film Fund raises the question of whether there is now any significant
aesthetic or regulatory difference between the funds administered by CNZ and the NZFC.
Previously, the NZFC clearly differentiated its Short Film Fund from the SIPF by classifying
the latter as more of an entry level programme. NZFC Short Film Fund tender documents state
unequivocally: ‘It is expected that the demands on film makers would be at a reasonably high
level – clearly distinguished from the Screen Innovation Production Fund.’140 EPs accordingly
139
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demand that their projects have high production values, quality scripts and are shot and printed
on film.

The insistence on film as a delivery format has enabled the NZFC to clearly distinguish its
funding programmes from those administered by NZ On Air and CNZ. The accessibility of
digital equipment and proliferation of short films ‘gives a new weight to the integrity of a short
film scheme that requires a filmmaker to confront the standards, procedures and market
constraints necessitated by the budget required to produce and finish on film’.141 A major
difference between the SIPF and the Short Film Fund was that CNZ’s fund had more specific
criteria regarding the types of projects eligible for funding, and it supported a much wider range
of films in terms of form, style and content. In contrast to the SIPF’s overriding objective of
media innovation, the Short Film Fund is designed to enable the professional development of
filmmakers seeking a career in the industry. SIPF grants were awarded to applicants who
planned to take risks where necessary for experimentation or innovation, even if their work was
not assured of an audience.142 The SIPF consequently allowed for failure more readily than the
NZFC EP scheme. The NZFC now focuses intently on ‘success’ in both the IFF and Short Film
Fund, which it measures according to pre-established criteria.

The NZFC’s clear and consistent focus on feature films, and subsequent framing of short film
as a ‘stepping stone’ or ‘calling card’, has been influenced by its statutory requirements and the
dominant economic discourse in public policy. It resembles the dominant framing of short film
in the United States and Australia, where, according to Dermody and Jacka, ‘Even when the
intrinsic worth of shorter, non-mainstream film production is argued, the argument frequently
slides toward placing features first.’143 Although the NZFC funds short films to be presented on
the international stage, particularly in European festivals, where they are judged as art forms in
their own right, the dominant policy discourse in New Zealand does not allow state-funded
short film to be framed as a cultural artefact with intrinsic value. It necessitates strategic
reasons for supporting film, accompanied by policy outcomes that can be evaluated against that
strategy. By positioning short film within its policy of developing talented feature filmmakers,
the NZFC curtails its apparent openness to style and content. This strategy has been constant
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since the restructure of the Short Film Fund in 1997. Interestingly, NZFC policy has not
changed much in that time despite a significant increase in funding and a third way government
appreciative of the cultural and economic benefits of cinema. This may be due in part to the
protection from political interference offered by the New Zealand Film Commission Act
1978.144 Government policy is perhaps less influential, then, than hegemonic discourse.

The most significant development in the last decade has been the entrenchment of neoliberal
discourse in NZFC policy and practices. Increasingly prominent strategic, measurable goals in
cultural policy and agencies’ accountability documents have been accompanied by a discursive
political emphasis on the value of national cinema as a creative industry. This represents an
alignment between NZFC, CNZ and MCH policy, which suggests a strengthening of the
creative industries discourse favoured by the Labour-led government and a marginalisation of
other approaches to cultural policy.

This thesis attempts to take a broader approach than that of the NZFC in its evaluation of short
film policy. The following chapters examine the ways in which the content and style of statefunded short films correspond with NZFC policy and EP guidelines. In these chapters I apply a
close reading of narrative, genre, cinematographic style, themes, setting and characters, in an
examination of the extent to which the films themselves embody the principles of the criteria
and policy that enabled them to receive public finance.

Particular attention is paid to

similarities between the selected films, which indicate the kinds of projects favoured by the EP
Scheme.

If NZFC short films are supposed to demonstrate the skills relevant to feature

filmmaking, then we might expect their style and content to resemble those of feature-length
movies favoured by the market. There is a possibility, however, that short film funding agents
encourage qualities that they deem desirable, regardless of contemporary policy discourse. The
next chapters thus investigate the relationship between short film policy and practice and
consider the influence of dominant political discourses on cultural production.
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Chapter Four: Measuring Success in NZFC Short Filmmaking
This chapter evaluates the NZFC EP Scheme from 1997 to 2007 according to its own goals.
Drawing on the data and discourse presented in the 2007 Review, I elaborate on the EP funding
process and examine its output in greater detail. This is achieved through the selection and
analysis of a sample of sixteen short films funded by the EP Scheme, and interviews with short
film producers and funders, with reference to research from academic and industry sources that
discuss short filmmaking. My sample, listed in Appendix 6, includes two short films financed
by a different EP from nearly every funding year between 1997 and 2007.1 From each year, I
selected the most ‘successful’ short film, according to the number of ‘A’ list festivals at which
it screened, and a less successful film that did not screen in any ‘A’ list festivals or many local
or less valued international festivals. Each film has been analysed and its creators’ career
trajectories researched in order to consider the extent to which the project meets the goals of the
NZFC as well as the criteria set by the independent EP. In doing so, this chapter critically
examines the use and application of performance measures in the 2007 Review. While the
limited size of my sample does not make for substantive quantitative measures, it does
represent a third of the films financed by the Short Film Fund in the period studied, so gives a
just indication of key statistics.

Moreover, quantitative assessments based on my data

correspond fairly accurately with those in the 2007 Review.

As a devolved programme, the NZFC’s control of the EP Scheme is essentially limited to
setting tender requirements and selecting independent producers to carry out funding decisions.
The EP groups accept submissions from filmmaking teams directly and oversee the
development, production and delivery of the films to the NZFC. In accordance with the
NZFC’s overarching talent development strategy, the agency can exert an influence on the short
films for which it provides finance by directing the EPs to call for specific delivery formats or
lengths. The NZFC’s Short Film Manager can also, if necessary, intervene if problems arise
during the production or post production process.2 It is independent executive producers who
formulate the criteria and assess funding applications, thus implementing short film policy.
Their principal criteria in determining which projects to support are the quality of the script and

1

In order to have a representative sample, I selected films from different EPs each year. In two instances, films
funded by the same EP in different years were selected. Due to issues of availability, my sample includes only one
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the potential of the creative team. These two aspects will be explored and evaluated in the
following analysis. Firstly, though, a fairly straightforward measurement will be taken of the
primary target of NZFC support for short film.

Measuring production targets

‘Investment in (at least) 9 short films per annum’ has been the key performance indicator (KPI)
for NZFC short film production since the EP Scheme was established.3 The 2007 Review
concludes that the EP Scheme achieves this target.4 Each consortium is contracted to deliver ‘at
least three’ short films.5 It is rare that an EP decides to finance more than three films or divide
its allocations unevenly and thus significantly vary the amount available for each project. As a
result,

Cole-Baker

argues,

‘some

films

are

effectively

“overfunded”

and

others

“underfunded”.’6 Variations on the three-way split have occurred though, notably in 2000/01
when Frame Up Films financed four short films. The increase in project quantity and reduction
in their budgets did not adversely affect the production group’s output. All four films were
delivered, and two of them – The Hill (Tainui Stephens, 2001) and Watermark (Damon
Fepulea'i, 2001) – were selected for two or more ‘A’ list festivals.7 Although it received only
$31,500 in production financing from the NZFC, which represents less than a third of the
current average allocation, Watermark had high enough production values to win Best Short
Film, Best Performance and Best Cinematography at the New Zealand film festival Drifting
Clouds in 2003.8

Irrespective of the level of funding from the NZFC, there are rare instances of a film not being
completed. Neither the risk of non-completion nor the fact that it has happened at least once in
the past decade is explored in the 2007 Review. The NZFC measures its investment in projects,
but does not assess whether at least nine short films are delivered each year. There are two
principal reasons for this apparent omission. The first is that films are not always delivered on
3
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time. According to filmmakers surveyed by the NZFC, the average time to develop, produce
and deliver a short film funded by the EP Scheme is 1.35 years. While one in five films funded
between 1998 and 2006 took only six months to complete, 13 per cent of filmmakers required
between three and five years to deliver their short film.

9

Animated projects can take even

longer. The NZFC is still waiting for a short animation to be delivered that was funded by
Godzone in 2001/02; another animation financed by the former Short Film Fund, Egg and
Bomb (George Port, 2005), took ten years to complete.10 If annual reports indicated the number
of funded projects completed each year, they would exclude the films that take longer than
expected to be finished. Furthermore, a focus on yearly targets obscures the long shelf life of a
short film, which often continues to be sold and screened for several years after its
completion.11

Nonetheless, we can calculate the number of completed films funded by the EP Scheme from
1998/99 to 2005/06, thus excluding any recent projects that may yet be delivered. On average,
a total of nine films invested in by EPs every funding year has indeed been delivered. An
exception is 2000/01, when Frame Up’s additional project brought the total up to ten. Also, in
2001/02 and 2004/05, one of the films selected by an EP group was not completed, which
reduced the total to eight films during those years. The incomplete projects were Hatto (EP:
Godzone Pictures), the animation project mentioned above that Veber still expects to be
delivered, and One Moment Please (EP: Whenua Films), which was abandoned after receiving
a grant of $102,000.12

Another reason that the NZFC chooses not to measure its outcome strictly in terms of
completion is because it places value on the process of short filmmaking, not merely the final
product. One could argue, following public choice theory, that the agency seeks to protect itself
from criticism for non-delivery and ensure it continues to benefit from public funding.
However, as in any creative endeavour, there is a certain level of risk in short film production,
and it is foreseeable that some projects simply fail to be completed. Furthermore, it is possible
to frame those failures as analogous with the objective of talent development. Along with
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NZFC employees, many EPs refer to the need to allow filmmakers the space to learn from their
own mistakes.13 Even when films do not achieve the desired results, they may still have helped
the filmmaker’s development. Fitzgerald (Blueskin Films, 2004-2006), for instance, asserts:
I don't think there’s anybody who has made a short film with the Film Commission’s
money that it hasn’t helped them advance their career in some way, or clarify where
they want to work in the business…. Some of them might have been some fairly
expensive lessons, but they’ve kick-started the next great film.14
This attitude is echoed in a recent Listener article, which suggests that, in filmmaking, ‘failure
can pay dividends down the line’, quoting Harley’s broad justification: ‘it’s all developmental
of the industry.’15 Therefore, the solely quantitative evaluation of completion rates has limited
value, as it reveals very little about the process or criteria applied to funding decisions. The
figures above indicate that non-completion of short films is not a common problem for the
NZFC, but they say nothing about the quality of the projects funded. The quality of funding
applications, according to the EPs, depends largely on the script submitted.

EP criterion: script quality

Script quality is a determining factor in short film funding decisions. Although not every EP
cites the script as their primary consideration in evaluating funding applications, for those
mentioned below, it was the most important factor, and the quality of each script had a
significant impact on all EP funding decisions. Frame Up Films (1999-2001) indicated in their
funding guidelines that they would focus on the script, explaining their criteria in greater detail
than most other EPs: ‘We are looking for cinematic sensibility – that is comprehensive narrative
underpinned by subtext and metaphor and an awareness of the language of cinema.’16 In their
public call for applications, Godzone Pictures (2001-2003) stated, ‘all we are looking for is
GOOD STORIES!’17 Their guidelines elaborated that they were seeking to fund well written
scripts that contained original ideas, a complex multi-layered narrative, and a clear focus on the
human condition.18 Milligan summed up the proportional importance of the script in Shorts
Conbrio’s evaluation process: ‘the script was 90 percent of it and then the director was another
7 percent of it and then everything else was the other 3 percent.’19 While the evaluation of
13
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funding applications is no exact science, these figures clearly indicate the importance of the
script to the EP.

The insistence on script quality is consistent with the intention of the NZFC to support the
development of talented writers, in addition to producers and directors, through the Short Film
Fund. 20 It also reflects the unwritten rule that EPs finance narrative films in order to prepare
successful applicants for fictional feature filmmaking. The NZFC tender requirements do not
specify the type of short films that should be funded, other than stating that they must be
‘theatrical short films’, that is, films that are an appropriate length and format for cinema
exhibition.21 However, unlike the SIPF (or IFF), EPs’ support for short films is, in actuality,
limited to short fiction films. Occasionally, NZFC-appointed EPs fund a film that blends
elements of non-fiction with another genre, such as the Simmonds brothers’ animated
documentary films, A Very Nice Honeymoon (2006) and Noise Control (2008). The fund does
not, however, cater for pure documentaries. This has been a source of frustration for local
documentary filmmakers, and was one of the reasons for the replacement of the SIPF with the
IFF.22

The guidelines provided by EPs usually make clear their preference for fiction films; nearly
every consortium in the period studied states that they intend to fund films with a strong ‘story’,
‘narrative’, or ‘dramatic premise’.23 Yeatman observes that even though there is some demand
for experimental and artistic short filmmaking in New Zealand, many people who study, fund
and make films believe that storytelling is as important in a short film as in a feature.24 Cooper
and Dancyger, along with other scholars and filmmakers, suggest that this is due to a human
need for storytelling, which helps us to better understand the world in which we live as well as
our own dreams and fears.25

This focus on narrative films can be linked back to the

predominant cultural nationalist rationale on which the NZFC was founded. The expression
used by Highet, at the introduction of the NZFC Act 1978, epitomises this view: ‘We need our
own stories and our own heroes.’26 Thus the focus on short fiction films rather than any other
form is consistent with the NZFC’s cultural mandate.
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Analysis of the EP guidelines from 1997 to 2007 reveals shifting preferences for certain types
of scripts. One guideline is constant: the quality of the script or strength of the narrative is
specified among the criteria of every EP in the period studied. Occasionally ‘innovative’ or
‘imaginative’ proposals are called for, and from 2000 onwards, especially since 2004, some EPs
have invited ‘challenging’ or ‘edgy’ films.27 Such specific criteria do not appear in NZFC
objectives or guidelines for tender groups, but are necessarily approved by the NZFC through
the tender process, and reflect some of the qualities of film that were celebrated in public
statements by representatives of the NZFC and MCH (see previous chapters).

Aspects such as the craft and originality of a script are intangible concepts, and qualities such as
‘imaginative’ and ‘challenging’ are inherently subjective, making short film policy
implementation difficult to evaluate. The NZFC makes no attempt to discuss or dictate short
film outcomes in aesthetic terms. In his analysis of the use of vague and abstract rhetoric in
cultural policy, Hugoson asserts, ‘The welfare state quite simply is not meant to give support
based on aesthetic judgement’.28

Dermody and Jacka observe that the Australian Film

Commission (AFC) does not review the style or content of the films it funds either, due to an
‘apparent fear of aesthetics … and some fear of creative interference of a government fettering
individual creative inspiration.’29 They find, however, that the policies and practices of public
film funding caused the emergence of an ‘AFC genre’, which combined ‘aesthetic and politicalcultural influences from a foreign-dominant film culture’ with the values of Australian
nationalism.30 The reluctance of the NZFC to evaluate creative decisions in terms of aesthetic
influences is likely to be a strategic decision, yet it ignores the potential contribution of short
films to the development of cinematic techniques, the circulation of ideas and identities in the
cultural public sphere, and the representation of New Zealand to local and overseas audiences.
These issues will be explored further in the following chapter, while an assessment of script
quality is detailed below.31
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The role of the EP in script development is worth considering, as this is an essential stage in the
creation of many, though not all, short films. Quy observes that during development short films
are often ‘reworked and repositioned to meet the demands of possible investors.’32 It is hence
at the script revision stage that a funding policy may have the most effect. Many EPs consider
overseeing development to be one of the responsibilities of holding the Short Film Fund
contract. Several EPs told the NZFC in August 2007:
Script development is a critical path in the learning process of making a film but it is not
necessarily emphasised within the short film funding model. This was felt to be a critical
success factor both in the quality of the shorts themselves as well as in instilling the
understanding of script development in future feature filmmakers.33
This concern for script revision corresponds with the NZFC policy on development in feature
filmmaking.34

Yeatman suggests that a proactive approach to calling for applications and helping develop
projects distinguishes the EP Scheme from the more formal and distanced funding process of
the previous Short Film Fund Committee.35 Bancroft and Beachman saw it as part of their role
as EPs to put their shortlisted projects through an extensive process of script revision in order to
better prepare filmmakers for the reality of feature film development.36 Bancroft explains that
the film Nature’s Way (Jane Shearer, 2006) offers ‘a really good example of our process’:
although he and Beachman thought co-writers Shearer and Steve Ayson had submitted a very
good first draft, they gave the pair some ‘really staunch feedback’, encouraging them ‘to see the
story in another light, and [discover] something else that was stronger and better that they
wanted to tell.’37 Shearer confirms that the feedback from Short Intercept helped the writers to
transform the script from ‘a dark fairy tale’ into ‘a psychological fantasy horror’:
We had a month to re-write and took into account the comments from [Short] Intercept.
We developed a more real character in the murderer and based the whole story around
him. The result was we wrote a far better film script.38
Short Intercept reported to the NZFC that the successful reception of Nature’s Way, as well as
their other short films, Run and Fog, proved the value of script development.39 Milligan reveals
32
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that Shorts Conbrio even provided script advice to some Maori filmmakers with shortlisted
projects that the EPs did not expect to select for funding.40

Occasionally, EPs do not encourage script development, though. In 2003/04, Method Films
requested applicants send nothing less than ‘a finished and polished screenplay ready for
production’.41 While one of the films they funded, Nothing Special (Helena Brooks, 2004), was
selected to compete at the Festival de Cannes, the filmmakers might have benefited from a
more rigorous development process.

The film was initially rejected funding on its first

application to Pickpocket Films, but Alexander gave co-writers Brooks and Jaquie Brown some
useful advice, which encouraged them to rewrite the script and then submit it to another EP the
following year.42 Brooks believes the script should have been revised further, however, as
problems arose at the post production stage when it became apparent that there were flaws in
the story.43 Brooks and Editor Margo Francis nevertheless managed to overcome these issues
by cutting out three scenes and re-ordering others, producing a film that would eventually find
both international and local success.44

Another successful short film from the sample studied that did not undergo script development
is This is Her. ‘The script arrived fully formed, written in an evening by [Wolfe’s] Shortland
Street colleague Kate McDermott,’ writes Diana Wichtel; ‘You have to wonder whether part of
the film’s success was that it escaped the endless reworking that so often happens.’45 Wolfe
agrees that film scripts can be ruined by an overdose of input from ‘too many arbiters of
taste’.46 In this case, it was not EP policy to skip the development phase. Indeed, one of the
goals of Shorts Conbrio, as expressed above, was to offer shortlisted projects advice on
scripting. In the case of This is Her, however, there was no perceived need to revise the script,
which came from an experienced television writer. The film’s success has subsequently proven
40
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the high quality of the script.47 Bancroft and Beachman suggest that the need for development
is more pronounced when scripts are submitted by writer-directors whose experience has
mostly been in an image-based industry such as advertising. Bancroft explains:
it's a huge leap for someone who is an expert at manipulating literal and visible designs
to start thinking in terms of the invisibility of a story, the invisibility of something that
happens inside a character and inside an audience.48
Filmmakers who intend to explore cinematic language in their short film might not benefit from
writing a complete script before starting filming. In the United Kingdom, there is concern over
an ‘obsession’ with short film scripts, as expressed by British funding executive Maggie Ellis:
‘It can be over-bureaucratic to demand a full script as part of the commissioning process.’49
Local filmmaker Patrick Gillies, who unsuccessfully submitted his short film Kitty (2002) to
several EPs, thinks the NZFC might place too much emphasis on script quality.50 Kitty was
eventually allocated finance through the SIPF and, once completed, screened at various
international and domestic festivals, before being broadcast internationally on cable, satellite
and free-to-air television. Gillies believes the project was turned down by NZFC EPs due to the
lack of dialogue in the script.51 Five out of the sixteen films in my sample contain no dialogue,
though, so it is clear that NZFC tender groups do fund films that rely on non-verbal
communication.

How do funding executives and producers decide if a short film script is good? While they are
all guided by their published criteria, EPs do not apply an exact formula in their appraisal of
script quality. When asked about script evaluation, EPs often talk about the ‘X-factor’, or use
abstract concepts such as the need for a script to ‘“grab” the reader’ or ‘jump out and say “make
me”.’52 As Fitzgerald avows, this judgement is unquantifiable and unpredictable: ‘There is
always this element of intuition, luck, timing, zeitgeist.’53

Industry-based and academic

researchers agree that it is almost impossible to predict whether a film will gain critical or
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popular acclaim.54 Furthermore, as Yeatman has noted, the answer to the question ‘what makes
a short film good?’ depends on the context and on the role short film plays in the life of the
respondent.55 Ultimately, the selection of a script for funding is based on personal taste.56

Nonetheless, extrapolating key characteristics from my interviews and from written texts on
short film production, it is possible to highlight the features of a good short screenplay. The
first is simplicity.

Patricia Cooper and Ken Dancyger write: ‘The simplicity lies in the

restricted number of characters, often no more than three or four, and the level of plotting,
which is usually a simple story.’57 Milligan describes this as the ‘right size story’, pointing out
that new writers and directors often struggle to achieve this economy of style as ‘they tend to
want to cram everything in’ to prove all that they are capable of doing.58 Maclean and Linda
Cowgill agree that ‘keeping it simple’ should be one of the main goals of novice short
filmmakers.59 One way of achieving this is by capturing a moment, and writing what can be
called an ‘extended vignette’.60 As Cooper and Dancyger advise, the best short film scripts do
not convey a complicated plot but, rather, offer ‘a glimpse of someone at a particular - very
likely pivotal - moment in his or her life’.61 An excellent example of this is Two Cars, One
Night, which hones in on a random but memorable meeting between two children who are
waiting in parked cars for their parents to leave the pub.

Other characteristics of a good short screenplay include its treatment of emotions and use of
visual images to tell the story. Films written ‘from the heart’, that connect with audiences, and
‘touch the soul’ are sought by some EPs.62 Scholars interested in short film agree that, ‘the best
shorts have a resonance that lingers with the audience long after viewing.’63 Several EPs
emphasise a visual rather than dramatic form of storytelling, which can draw attention away
from the script to the director’s ‘vision’.64 Until 2004/05, the majority of EPs required only a
script and the director’s and producer’s curriculum vitae in the initial submission. Since then,
54
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all EPs have given the option of including director’s notes or a treatment in an application, with
Nomadz Unlimited and Reservoir Films (2006-2008) stipulating that applicants send in
documents outlining the director’s vision and intentions.65

This guideline reinforces the

centrality of the director, as discussed in the previous chapter.

For some producers, a character-driven narrative is essential. Only three EPs in my sample
specified the importance of characterisation in their guidelines, though.

Morrison Grieve

(1997/98) expressed an interest in scripts with ‘strong stories and compelling characters’;
Shorts Conbrio indicated a preference for ‘a film that gets under the skin of its characters’; and
Whenua Films included in their criteria: ‘Narrative or character driven stories’.66

These

production groups did not necessarily select films with strong characters, though. The first,
Morrison Grieve, funded the digital animation Infection (James Cunningham, 1998), which has
a strong narrative but no developed characters: the protagonist in Infection is a computer virus
that takes the form of a mutant hand. The selected films from Shorts Conbrio (This is Her) and
Whenua Films (Shadow Over the Sun) are character focused, though.

Interestingly, the

narrative in both is driven by a woman whose experience of motherhood is central to the story.
These represent two of the three films in the sample studied which have a female protagonist.67
The narrator of This is Her, Evie, has a strong voice, which sets the film’s distinctively cynical
tone, while the silent young mother in Shadow Over the Sun (Rachel Douglas, 2007) is difficult
to identify or empathise with, making the former film much more compelling than the latter.
This offers a partial explanation for the different levels of success of these films.68

While innovation is a criterion more relevant to the CNZ-administered fund than the NZFC
Short Film Fund, it occasionally appears in EP guidelines. Morrison Grieve, Pickpocket and
THE (1998-2000) all use the term ‘innovative’ in their criteria, while Swad Saunders (20002002) seek ‘original and fresh scripts’, Method want ‘original and creative’ films, and Short
Intercept are interested in projects with a ‘visionary form and/or theme’.69 The requirement that
films be ‘original’ is increasingly common. Specifying these ideal characteristics of films does
not necessarily mean that all submissions embody them, however. Trevor Haysom (THE)
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expressed his disappointment at the ‘number of more conventional narratives offered by the
filmmaking community’, stating in 1999: ‘Surprisingly, originality and innovation or the “X”
factor has been lacking in many of the 95 scripts received to date.’70 Haysom was pleased to
fund Te Po Uriuri (Toby Mills, 2001), which is an innovative adaptation of a Shakespearean
sonnet to a traditional Maori setting.71

For most EPs, the potential audience of the film is an important consideration. The majority of
tender groups include the goal of reaching a target audience in their funding criteria. ‘We talk
about audience a lot,’ observes Milligan when revisiting Short Conbrio’s tender applications
and guidelines, suggesting that audiences want to be entertained, in the broadest sense of the
word, which can mean challenging viewers or making them laugh or cry.72 Bancroft explains
the audience focus:
the purpose of being EPs is not to make films you’d personally like to see, the purpose is
to recognise projects that have an audience, to recognise what that audience is, and to
help the filmmakers engage with that particular audience in the most effective way.73
Like other EPs, Short Intercept acknowledge the crowded nature of the short film marketplace,
and underline the importance of a film having an original voice or an ‘edge’ that makes it stand
out.74 This does not mean that genre films are discouraged. On the contrary, genre helps
filmmakers to shape and to understand audience expectations. As Bancroft points out, his
consortium was willing to fund films that reinterpreted or advanced their genre in a way that
was likely to interest viewers: ‘the key to genre films [is that] you need to be really smart so it’s
less likely to disappear in the morass of genre filmmaking that drowns the world.’75 These
comments distinguish NZFC-funded film from experimental cinema, which is less concerned
with appealing to an audience.76
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EP criterion: experience and potential of the creative team

In addition to the script and audience considerations, the skills and experience of the creative
team are a determining factor in the NZFC short film funding process. According to an
Industry New Zealand (INZ) report, the focus on prior experience is a logical requirement of
investors in a project-based industry that depends on human creativity: ‘The individual track
records of the people seeking the funding are likely to be important quality signals from the
viewpoint of those providing the risk capital.’77 Given the framing of the Short Film Fund as a
director talent development programme, the director’s CV can be the key determinant of a
successful application. The NZFC tender requirements do not provide instructions as to how
EPs should implement this strategy, other than to say:
The directors for the short films selected will be expected to have already made, at the
very least, one substantial film as evidence of their potential, and to be focussed on what
they believe will best assist, demonstrate and develop their filmmaking talent.78
Cole-Baker suggests that before the EP Scheme was established, the NZFC Short Film Fund
catered for experienced filmmakers only. Whereas previously filmmakers were often required
to demonstrate their capability by making a SIPF-financed film, the emphasis on short film as a
‘stepping stone’ has led to younger filmmakers being supported.79 NZFC data does not reveal
any trends over time but does show that approximately two thirds of filmmakers are aged
between 24 and 35 years when they first receive funding from an NZFC EP. While 34 per cent
are under 30 years old, only 17 per cent are over 40 years old.80 Indeed, Alexander admits that,
as Pickpocket Films, she decided not to fund a project with an excellent script on the grounds
that it was submitted by an experienced filmmaker.81 Conversely, some EPs, such as Short
Intercept, prefer funding experienced directors who have a greater chance of gaining critical
acclaim.

There is no mention of particular expectations of the producer or writer, or any other key roles,
in NZFC policy documents. In their guidelines, however, especially in recent years, EPs often
77
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focus on the skills or motivation of the producer. Since 2003/04, all EP guidelines have
included the requirement that producers have the appropriate skills and experience to deliver a
quality film. Little Jab Pictures (2002-2004) specify the need for an experienced producer with
market knowledge; Blueskin Films highlight the value of a producer who marries creative and
financial management skills; and Method Films indicate that significant filmmaking experience
for the producer would consist of ‘at least one significant short film and/or considerable work in
a field such as television drama or advertising’.82 Other EPs are vaguer, signalling merely that
applicants (usually the producer, but sometimes the director) demonstrate filmmaking skills,
experience and/or potential.

A significant function of the EP is fostering good relationships among the creative team.
Milligan suggests the development of teams is an inherent requirement of Short Film Fund
tender holders.83 The 2007 Review examined ‘team building’ as an objective and found that
although a quarter of the respondents to its survey ‘had not worked together again with one or
more of the creative team,’ 75 per cent of its sample had collaborated on another project.84 It
concluded: ‘Functional partnerships which appear to withstand the rigors of the filmmaking
process are clearly being established through short film production.’85 Fitzgerald explains that
creative partnerships are essential in a small, independent film industry, and agrees that short
films are a good way of testing working relationships.86 Team-building is therefore often one
of the EP’s goals. Many EPs encourage applications from new teams, and some welcome
submissions without a director or producer attached, occasionally indicating their willingness to
help form teams where necessary.

Generally, EPs indicate that developing strong

director/producer teams with the potential to make feature films together is an important
objective of the NZFC fund.

This is epitomised in Matthew Metcalfe and Jesse Warn’s

guidelines: ‘Method Films believes strongly in the benefits and necessity of strong
director/producer teams that are committed to a feature film career.’87 Ironically, Nothing
Special, the film they funded in the sample studied, did not meet this objective. The producer
and one of the executive producers left the project before it was completed, and none of the
creative team has worked together again. Brooks continues to work in television advertising;
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she has not progressed to feature film production, or even development with the NZFC, and is
now based in the United Kingdom.88

A better example of the ideal short film relationship is that forged in 2003 between Waititi and
Gardiner, both of whom were in their late twenties at the time. While Gardiner already had
significant experience as a film and television producer, Two Cars, One Night was Waititi’s
first film as director, and the pair’s first project together.89 They fulfilled the same roles on a
second NZFC-funded short film, Tama Tu (2004), when they were also joined by high profile
film actor Curtis, who that year established production company Aio Films (now Whenua
Films) with Gardiner. As Whenua Films, cousins Gardiner and Curtis produced Waititi’s first
feature, Eagle vs Shark, and are now producing his second feature, The Volcano, which is based
roughly on Two Cars, One Night.90 The pair also managed a NZFC Short Film Fund contract
between 2004 and 2006. The 2007 Review praised this partnership for releasing Tama Tu
immediately following the success of Two Cars, One Night, and following up both films with
ideas for features ready for development: ‘Whenua Films provides a good example of a
producer and director team who have not only made well realised films, but who have a
deliberate business strategy.’91

Industry reports often note the importance of interpersonal networks and skills development in
the screen production sector. A capability study commissioned by INZ, for instance, finds that
the local screen production industry suffers from a skills shortage, lack of practical training and
lack of investment in research and development.92

The report’s authors highlight the

importance of talent development, particularly in filmmaking: ‘Successful talent teams are the
basis of a successful film industry, and working occasionally does not give opportunities to
build on shared knowledge, skills and success.’93 They suggest that emerging talent needs
encouragement from government agencies and established operators to build their contacts and
88
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develop collaborative relationships, but they never mention short film as a potential means of
achieving these goals.94 Similar reports by CANZ and the SPIT also highlight the need to
develop human capability and nurture current and future ‘talent’ but completely overlook short
film as a site for skills development, (re-)training and talent identification.95

NZFC goal: transition from short to feature filmmaking

The all important transition from short to feature films is a key target examined in the 2007
Review, which also acknowledges the challenge this represents for the majority of filmmakers.
Veber reveals that the Review was undertaken at the request of the MCH who wished ‘to
determine whether successful shorts did in fact lead to successful features.’96 The 2007 report
refers to the two measurable targets for the short film programme identified in NZFC’s
Strategic Plan: the number of films invested in and ‘a 25% transition of key creatives from
shorts to cinema feature project development.’97 The double bind embodied by this objective
was acknowledged when the EP Scheme was set up:
The NZFC remains committed to providing finance for short film making because short
films do offer one kind of opportunity for film makers to display and explore their talent
on the big screen. It does recognise, however, that theatrical short films (especially
those under 15 minutes) by themselves do not provide all the skills and experience
required to prepare film makers for making feature films.98
The problematic ‘shortfall between shorts and features’ is also discussed by Bancroft and
Beachman, who acknowledge the different skills required in short and feature filmmaking, but
who suggest short film production is nonetheless an essential step in a New Zealand
filmmaker’s career.99 At the meeting organised as part of the 2007 Review, EPs suggested
there was a need to manage filmmakers’ expectations, as too many directors assume they will
move into feature filmmaking on completion of their short film: ‘In reality the number of
filmmakers capable of making a feature is going to be small.’100

While 36 per cent of

filmmakers who delivered a short film with NZFC production or post production finance
between 1997 and 2007 have since worked as a key creative on a feature film or accessed
NZFC development funding, only 10.6 per cent of the NZFC-supported short filmmakers have
94
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been credited as writer, producer or director on a feature film.101 This figure is higher for
directors and producers whose short films screened in an ‘A’ list festival, which represents half
of the 73 short films completed in the decade studied.102 Fifty-two percent of these ‘successful’
directors and sixty-five percent of the producers accessed feature development and/or
production funding from the NZFC, with 17 per cent of these filmmakers actually making a
feature with NZFC funding.103

These figures reveal that one in four short filmmakers who receives NZFC EP finance will also
receive funding to develop a feature film, but the analysts of this data do not consider whether
these filmmakers are more or less likely than others, who have not made NZFC-funded short
films, to succeed in producing and completing their feature film. The fact that the majority of
filmmakers who have benefited from NZFC short film finance have not progressed to feature
film development or production does not seem to concern the authors of the Review. They
acknowledge that significant hurdles obstruct the transition from short to feature filmmaking, a
point that was also made during the 1997 review of the Short Film Fund: ‘There remains a
need, however, for opportunities to make longer films targeted at a defined audience.’104 In
2007, the Review authors surmise that the statistics detailed above are ‘reasonable figure[s]
based on the informal industry standard of a ratio of 1:10 projects in development going into
production.’105 Alexander is sceptical about the use of development financing as a benchmark
for the transition from short to feature filmmaking, arguing that ‘the fact that we offer [short
filmmakers] development funding to get a feature up is completely meaningless if those people
go nowhere.’106 She decries the lack of critical analysis in the 2007 Review: ‘It's not a
document that really sets out to explore the question of “how effectively has this worked?” It's
a KPI, box-ticking exercise.’107 Alexander suggests that a closer examination is needed of the
skills and experience required to make feature films, arguing that ‘the most successful directors
to transition from shorts’ are strong writers who already work as directors of television
commercials or drama.108
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In my sample, eleven out of sixteen directors had previous experience as short film and/or
television commercial (TVC) directors. Every director whose film was selected for ‘A’ list
festivals had screen production experience: three had made short films that they had either selffunded or directed while overseas (Cunningham, Pitts and Shearer); three had directed TVCs
(Burger, Stevens and Brooks); and one had directed television drama (Wolfe). The only
‘successful’ director without any previous directing experience was Waititi, who had
nonetheless won acclaim as a film actor, stand-up comedian and visual artist.109 Interestingly,
few of the producers of films selected for ‘A’ list festivals had produced a professional short
film previously, although Paul Swadel had directed short films as well as TVCs. Fifty percent
of the ‘successful’ short film producers had already produced a feature film with NZFC finance,
though (Gardiner, James Wallace, Steve Sachs, and Leanne Saunders). The others all had
production experience in TVCs (Mark Foster) or film and television (Felicity Letcher and
Fitzgerald).

Previous short film production experience – including publicly-financed short films – was no
guarantee of festival success. Two of the films’ producers had made a SIPF-financed film
(Laina Cheung and Jeff and Phill Simmonds) and one director had already made another
NZFC-financed short film (Brian Challis), but their films in my sample were not selected for
‘A’ list festivals. Similarly, two directors, who had made SIPF-funded films (Douglas and Lala
Rolls) did not release ‘successful’ NZFC short films. Regardless of festival selection, the small
number of filmmakers who had received SIPF finance before NZFC funding (two directors, one
producer and one pair of writer/director/producers out of a total of thirty-four individuals with
credits as director and/or producer) suggests a weak correlation between the two funds. CNZ
funding can therefore no longer be considered a ‘stepping stone’ to the NZFC Short Film
Fund.110

As a form of industry support, the Short Film Fund also aims to support EPs who have the
potential to become feature film producers.

According to David Gascoigne, the biggest

challenge facing the film industry is the need for more experienced producers.111 Petrie agrees
about the importance of producers, as he believes the ‘creative and commercial quality’ of New
Zealand films has been achieved not only by talented directors but by way of collaborative
109
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alignments between the NZFC and the independent producers who ‘nurture talent and projects
to fruition’.112 The EP Scheme presents an opportunity to promote producers. In his 1996
article, Waller notes: ‘The NZFC also came to conceive of (and to rationalize?) the Short Film
Fund as a way of economically supporting the industry at large by “maintaining production
activity for independent producers”.’113 The scheme not only provides EPs with professional
development and networking opportunities, but pays them an annual fee of $30,000 for their
assessments of proposals and close monitoring of the production and delivery of the films.
Sometimes this helps to cover EPs’ company overheads while they develop feature films.114 As
Milligan points out, however, the EP’s job does not finish at the end of the contracted period,
and, especially for a consortium with three executive producers, the fee does not go far when
spread between several people over two to three years.115 Fitzgerald and Milligan reveal that
opportunities to build relationships with filmmakers and the NZFC were more important
motivations for them to become EPs than the financial reward.116 The INZ Capability Study
notes that an important issue for the NZFC ‘is how to integrate and empower producers to take
risks; something which is very difficult to do when they are living on the dole, or holding a
struggling production company together.’117 Currently, members of the NZFC may realise that
the EP Scheme helps to achieve this goal, but they do not express this function in any official
documentation.

NZFC goal: support Maori filmmakers

Although there is no statutory requirement that the filmmakers benefiting from funding
represent a diverse range of New Zealanders, the NZFC pays close attention to the level of
support offered to Maori filmmakers. The group mentioned earlier as the ideal short film
partnership thus fulfils another objective of the NZFC: the development of talented Maori
filmmakers. Gardiner is of Te-Whanau-a-Apanui, Ngati Pikiao and Ngati Awa descent; Curtis
is Ngati Hauiti and Te Arawa; and Waititi is Te-Whanau-a-Apanui descent. Waititi undeniably
has great talent as a cinematic storyteller, and Two Cars, One Night was selected for funding
not to meet any goals of tokenistic representation but because it was an original and viable idea
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for a short film, with an excellent script, and its creative team possessed the appropriate skills
and experience to realise the project. Nonetheless, Waititi’s ethnicity may have helped to
propel his successful transition into feature filmmaking.

Waititi’s indigenous genealogy

brought him to the attention of Bird Runningwater, Director of the ‘Native Program’ at the
Sundance Institute, who invited the first-time filmmaker to participate in the Institute’s
Screenwriters/Directors Lab and encouraged Academy members to watch his film, thus
supporting its nomination for an Academy Award in 2005.118 Two Cars, One Night won
several ‘Best Film’ awards at various international festivals and may have been nominated for
an Oscar regardless of Runningwater’s support, but Waititi nonetheless describes his experience
at the Sundance Institute’s Lab as ‘invaluable’.119 Although Waititi is adamant that he will not
be pigeon-holed as a ‘Maori filmmaker’, he has benefited from opportunities available to him
due to his ethnicity.120 Aaron Lister claims that Waititi strategically uses his cultural identity
without ever ‘slip[ping] into providing the slice of cultural exotica or sentimentalism that
shadows the depiction of Maori in film, art and literature.’121 These observations offer further
support for the NZFC claim, mentioned earlier, that Gardiner and Waititi have effectively taken
a strategic approach to their filmmaking partnership.

There are three other films in my sample with Maori directors: Te Po Uriuri, This is Her and
Turangawaewae (Peter Burger, 2003). Apart from This is Her, these films all feature Maori
characters and narrate culturally specific stories. As outlined in the previous chapter, the
NZFC’s emphasis on the contribution of Maori filmmaking to its national identity mandate
became increasingly explicit in the late 1990s. Accordingly, the second performance measure
of ‘quality’ in short film production was modified in 1999 from ‘the annual business plans of
the Executive Producers’ to ‘the annual business plans of the Executive Producers, which will
be assessed according to published criteria, including responsiveness to Maori filmmakers’.122
That year, all Short Film EPs included the goal of encouraging Maori filmmaking talent in their
118
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guidelines.123 There was not such an explicit focus on Maori filmmakers in subsequent years,
although some EP groups target Maori producers or directors, while others, such as Nomadz
Unlimited, encourage applications for ‘culturally diverse films’.124 The NZFC has continued to
focus on bicultural outcomes, though, in accordance with government policy.

Since 2002, Short Film Fund tender applicants have been required to include a strategy ‘for
identifying and developing Maori key creatives’ in their business plan.125

They are also

encouraged by the NZFC to each select at least one Maori film for funding.126 When the NZFC
reformulated its strategic targets in 2005, it introduced a new KPI in relation to its objective of
supporting Maori films and filmmakers: ‘Number of Maori key creatives in features, digital
films, signature television and shorts.’127 The 2007 Review, in contrast to the discussion and
evaluation papers circulated a decade earlier, also includes statistical analysis of the level of
support for Maori short film makers.128 This emphasis on Maori filmmakers aligns with two
dominant discourses: biculturalism founded on the legally entrenched Treaty of Waitangi
principles and the pursuit of a unique national brand, which forms part of the creative
industries’ response to globalisation (see Chapter Two).

The increased informality and diverse criteria of the EP Scheme, compared with the previous
committee structure, may heighten the likelihood of less experienced and disenfranchised
filmmakers receiving funding.129 Yeatman cites the example of BPS (1997-1999): ‘Dorthe
Scheffmann’s production group abandoned any semblance of a formalised funding policy and
sought informal contact through the telephone and fax.’130 Scheffmann estimates that, as a
result of this informal practice, fifty percent of the applications received were for Maori and
Polynesian based projects.

Having operated a more formal application process in 1998,

Haysom decried the low number of Maori applicants, and began working with Barry Barclay
and Nga Aho Whakaari to identify new Maori filmmakers. In 1999 THE consequently added
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the objective: ‘To actively encourage Maori filmmakers and to establish relationships with the
Maori film and TV community.’131

Equity of opportunity is an important consideration in an evaluation of short film funding
programmes.132 The cultural diversity of directors in my sample reflects a certain equality of
outcome in terms of the range of filmmakers supported. While the majority are Pakeha, there is
also Fijian-European Rolls and New Zealand-Italian Paolo Rotondo. As mentioned above, four
films had Maori directors, representing a quarter of my sample. The 2007 Review similarly
found that 25% of short films funded through the EP Scheme had Maori key creatives.133
Gender equity is less balanced: the EP Scheme funds roughly one third women to two thirds
men, with six out of the sixteen films in my sample being directed by females, only one of
which was made before 2004. This figure is only half a percentage point out from NZFC
research for the decade to 2007, which shows 37 per cent of Short Film Fund projects have
female directors.134 Although the Maori and female directors have a higher success rate than
their Pakeha male counterparts in terms of ‘A’ list festival selection, there are many who have
not (yet) directed feature films but continue to fulfil other roles in the screen production
industry.135 This may be indicative of deeper structural inequity in the film industry that short
film initiatives cannot counter alone.

Conclusion

The criteria set by EPs are much more specific than the vague goals of NZFC policy. They are
not entirely prescriptive, though, as submissions sometimes fail to meet their criteria and EPs’
application of published guidelines is quite flexible. The success of particular films like
Infection, which does not exactly correspond with the criteria of the consortium that funded it,
demonstrates the advantage of a flexible approach in the application and evaluation of funding
criteria. On the other hand, as the next chapter will show, quality films such as Cockle
(Brendan Donovan, 2004) and Fish out of Water (Rolls, 2005), which obey short filmmaking
conventions, do not always achieve critical success. There is no precise formula to predict how
well a film will be received, so it is necessary to allow EPs the creative freedom to make
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instinctive judgements on submitted scripts. Some practitioners have been concerned that an
insistence on script quality prevents films with little or no dialogue from receiving funding, but
my analysis reveals that this is not the case. Insistence on script quality and development, when
appropriate, seems to contribute to the critical success of NZFC short films.

NZFC strategic targets concentrate on results that are easy to measure: the number of films
invested in and the number of funded filmmakers who make a successful transition from shorts
to features. The first target obscures non-delivered films and their reasons for non-completion.
Although potentially inevitable, the NZFC does not consider measures that might prevent or at
least limit the number of failed projects. The second measure of success can be critiqued on
three grounds. Firstly, its focus on development ignores the large number of films that never go
into production. Secondly, it lacks any sort of comparison. The NZFC offers no indication as
to whether there are directors, producers and writers of feature films in development who have
taken another route to feature filmmaking.

They may have made shorts financed by

themselves, other public agencies, or film or art schools; or gained experience in the television
industry – in drama, documentary or commercial production.

The NZFC could present

evidence in the form of research on the background of successful local feature filmmakers to
ascertain model career paths. Instead, it assumes short filmmaking is the best training ground
despite its awareness of the difference between short and feature filmmaking. Thirdly, the
emphasis on directors admittedly mirrors the focus in much film scholarship, criticism and
financing decisions, yet it ignores many other creative personnel who have a significant impact
on the film text. It overlooks directors of photography, editors, sound designers, and production
designers, as well as the rest of the crew, not to mention the cast, writers and producers.

In a policy environment that necessitates performance measures, ‘A’ list festival selection
presents itself as a convenient indicator of critical success. The Post Production Fund uses this
indicator as its sole criterion of eligibility, and it is the ultimate objective of the EP Scheme.
Framed in this way, NZFC support for short film can be judged as effective if the films it
finances attain critical capital. Considering the high standards of ‘A’ list festival programmers,
their selection of every second EP-financed short film for official screening or competition
represents a high ‘hit rate’ for the NZFC. Hence the structure of the Short Film Fund has
contributed to building New Zealand’s international reputation for quality filmmaking. If the
rationale for subsidising short filmmaking is to showcase talented directors, building their
profile as well as that of the New Zealand film industry, then we might conclude that the Post
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Production Fund and, to a lesser but still significant extent, the EP Scheme, are highly
successful funding programmes.

This focus on the product rather than the process of short filmmaking detracts from the NZFC
talent development objective, however, as it prioritises talent showcasing over skills
development. EPs tend to focus on the process of talent development in their formulation and
application of funding criteria. Every EP emphasises certain criteria that they deem most
salient. For some, this is encouraging the formation of new teams; for others, it means ensuring
that quality short films likely to engage and entertain an audience are produced. These varying
criteria help to ensure diversity within NZFC-funded films; however, if the rationale for
subsidising short filmmaking is the development of skills that will enable filmmakers to
progress immediately to feature filmmaking, we could conclude that the EP Scheme and Post
Production Fund are not highly effective. Yeatman indeed concludes that ‘short film is not
necessarily a suitable form for feature film experience although it is perceived to be useful as a
form of show-casing the products of the creative talent.’136 This chapter has discussed, in
accordance with Yeatman’s thesis and the NZFC reviews in 1997 and 2007, the limitations of
short film production in terms of skills development for feature filmmaking. Unfortunately,
none of these studies have actually investigated the types of skills that are developed in short
film production. As Yeatman suggests, though, ‘Under this [development objective], given the
context of the marketing discourses used by the Film Commission, it would make more sense to
support more low budget features rather than the nine shorts proposed by the Talent
Development Initiative [EP Scheme].’137 Alexander agrees:
I've watched a lot of short filmmakers make short films and not go on to work as
directors, whereas I made a [low budget] feature and went on to work as a director, so
I'm not totally convinced that making a short film on your own gives you a career.’138
This point was a key consideration in the restructure of the Short Film Fund in 1997, which
aimed to increase the length of films that could be funded under the scheme. However, as
noted in the previous chapter, the criterion of length and form actually became more specific as
the EP Scheme evolved.

EPs and NZFC staff decided that the scheme would be more

beneficial to filmmakers if it resulted in films that were eligible for selection in prestigious
international festivals.
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The NZFC is not unusual in its approach to short film. British government agencies, for
instance, also frame short filmmaking as a means of servicing the feature industry by way of
skills training and talent spotting.139 Local industry reports often highlight the importance of
human capability development within the screen production sector, yet none of the studies
discussed above, from INZ, CANZ, or the SPIT, consider short film as a potential means of
meeting this objective. There are many other reasons for financing short film production that
are not encapsulated in the NZFC talent development objective, though. Short film can be seen,
for instance, as a site for the development of filmmaking style and technical experimentation, as
well as a vehicle for communicating socially meaningful ideas. The next chapter addresses
these issues by looking past the tangible goals of the NZFC and its appointed EPs to consider
the role of NZFC-funded short film in the cultural sector, and, specifically, its relationship with
national cinema.
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Chapter Five: Evaluating NZFC Short Films as Cultural Capital/ National
Identity
It is the artists of New Zealand who will brand this country very clearly and very strongly in all
its wonderful, terrible ways.1
The short films funded by the NZFC must meet the same basic criteria as all other projects
receiving its support. In particular, they must meet the statutory requirement of demonstrating
‘significant New Zealand content’2 and contribute to the agency’s primary objective: ‘NZ films
and filmmakers will generate a significant component of our cultural capital/national identity’.3
This objective aligns with governmental discourse on strengthening national identity through
cultural funding, a refrain that recurs in policy statements and speeches throughout the history
of the NZFC and MCH. The discourse of cultural nationalism is increasingly interrogated,
though, as is clear in this recent acknowledgement by Gascoigne: ‘What does “significant New
Zealand content” mean these days?’ He insightfully concludes that, for film funding agencies,
‘the question is: to what extent will this film, if made, contribute well to this country's national
cinema?’4 However, as the INZ report on screen production asks, ‘how can we measure the
success or otherwise of policy in support of national identity, and how can we articulate
aspirations in this regard?’5 The report, which uses financial yardsticks even when it discusses
political and cultural goals, illustrates the limitations of economic rationalist discourse in
cultural policy evaluation.6 Quantitative measures, as the previous chapter suggests, do not
adequately appraise all the goals of film policy.

This chapter addresses some of the issues that are overlooked in the NZFC 2007 Review, by
assessing the output of the EP Scheme according to the values of national identity and cultural
diversity. Drawing on the sample described in the previous chapter, I examine the range of
stories, cultural representations and socially meaningful messages contained in EP-funded short
films. Considering short film’s possible framing as a cultural commodity that forms part of a
nation-building (or nation-branding) project, this chapter illustrates the sort of nation our
successful short films represent.
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Although short film is discussed in a few disparate articles from local magazines and
international journals, and receives brief attention in some graduate students’ theses, there is no
study of New Zealand short film texts with which to compare this research. My analysis
therefore draws on international scholarship on short films as well as writing on New Zealand
national cinema to identify the distinctive features of NZFC-financed short films. This chapter
analyses the aesthetic trends and political representations within NZFC-funded short films,
hoping to reveal a more diverse range of cultural identities than the dominant representation
found in the 1980s in the ‘AFC genre’.7 In addition to my own interpretation, distinctions will
be made, where relevant, between films that achieved international and/or national acclaim and
films that were less successful. These distinctions help to reveal the preferences of foreign
festival programmers as well as those of local audiences.

As a training ground and show reel for the future feature filmmaker, the NZFC-funded short
film must reflect the skills required for commercial feature-length movie production. For that
reason, NZFC-funded short films often mirror the characteristics of NZFC features, which tend
to be hybrid films drawing on both Hollywood genres and the tradition of art cinema in New
Zealand.

These films, whether they are short or feature length, are aimed at a global

marketplace where national origin constitutes a genre. Alan Williams explains that ‘on the film
festival and the art house/independent cable channel circuit, a visible national origin is de
rigeur, almost as important as a visible author/director.’8 Czach points out that international
festivals are pervaded by issues of cultural nationalism and national identity, and their politics
of selection reinforce the canonisation of national cinema.9 It is therefore in the interests of a
New Zealand filmmaker seeking international and subsequent domestic acclaim to ensure their
short film contains markers of national specificity that conform to the New Zealand label.

Both Joyce and Yeatman cite members of the film community who believe that knowledge of
‘a marketable short film format’ informs funding decisions, generating a ‘bias towards
character driven theatrical narrative’, and often resulting in films with distinctive lighting and

7
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visuals, bizarre characters and a twist at the end of the tale.10 This trend has been simply
labelled as ‘quirky’.11 Some producers cite cultural reasons rather than film funding practices
as dominant influences on the types of films produced, however. Bruce Sheridan (Morrison
Grieve, 1997/98) refers to ‘the limitations of New Zealand story telling’ and, along with Neil
Pardington (MAP, 1997-1999), describes the New Zealand film industry as very reactive and
focused on style rather than story and character.12 While it is difficult to establish the exact
causes of such aesthetic trends, it is possible to identify salient patterns in short filmmaking and
their possible precedents. This chapter endeavours to do so by describing a close analysis of
the sample in the context of relevant film scholarship.

Short film production as national cinema

Despite its status as a marginal form of cultural production, short film can be located within
New Zealand national cinema. As Petrie asserts, national cinema is the accumulation of
‘feature films, documentaries and shorts’, which represent the diverse range of people and ideas
within a country.13 Short film is an integral part of cinematic heritage, especially in small
nations where it has, at times, been the only continuity in film production.14 At first glance, it
may appear that scholars studying New Zealand cinema focus narrowly on feature-length
movies, from which they extrapolate key characteristics, dominant practices and recurrent
themes. Many comprehensive as well as selective studies of New Zealand national cinema do
take short filmmaking into account, however.15 The ensuing section draws on the academic
framework for considering national cinemas and the defining features of New Zealand national
cinema, as outlined in the introduction, to analyse the films in my sample in the context of
contemporary New Zealand filmmaking.
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Some theorists draw our attention to the difference between the homogenising construct of
nationalism and the more legitimate concept of national specificity in cinema.16 Hayward
offers a framework for studying the specific features of national cinema, which usefully
distinguishes the national specificity of a film from its relationship with nationalism or
exploration of national identity.17 She demarcates ‘seven discernible typologies that will assist
in the enunciation of the “national” of a cinema’: narratives, genres, codes and conventions,
performance, celebrities, cinema of the centre and of the periphery, and national myths.18
These categories are elaborated below and applied to my close reading of NZFC short films.19
This enables me to identify, firstly, the specific features of these texts’ style and content in
order to determine whether they represent ‘significant New Zealand content’ in addition to the
provenance of their creators and finance. Secondly, I will analyse the ways in which these texts
engage with discourses in New Zealand society, notably the ideologies of national identity,
social cohesion and critical artistic expression. This chapter does not identify every artistic
inspiration that shaped the creation of the selected short films, yet it does consider the literary
form on which the script was based, where appropriate. It also assesses the extent to which the
themes of these films align with representations typically connected to the exploration of
national identity in New Zealand films and literature, such as loneliness or isolation, and
childhood or adolescence.

The question that arises is: do NZFC-funded short films reflect, challenge or deconstruct
hegemonic discourses on national identity?

This enquiry emerges from the concerns of

scholars, as described in Chapter Two, that the creative industries discourse dominating cultural
policy, especially under Third Way governments, may restrict the ability of artists to critique
the prevailing social order. With finance from the state, and a public institution acting as
gatekeeper, one might assume that NZFC short films reproduce dominant discourses. On the
other hand, the EP Scheme was set up to encourage the creative autonomy that is possible
within short film, which is not as constrained by industrial practices as feature filmmaking, and
it has enabled less established directors to develop and showcase their authorial talent.
16
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Following this line of reasoning, it is possible to categorise short films as oppositional or
peripheral works that challenge the ideas represented in mainstream feature filmmaking. The
following analysis considers my sample in relation to Hayward’s typology, with a view to
ascertaining the relationship between these short films and hegemonic discourses.

Short film analysis
Narrative
As well as constituting an important factor in EPs’ evaluations of the quality of a project, the
narrative of a short fiction film often reflects ideas from its place of origin. The narrative in any
film, explains Hayward, ‘calls upon the available discourses and myths of its own culture.’20
The prime example of this is the literary adaptation, which draws on an existing story from the
nation’s cultural heritage.21 According to Brian McDonnell, one in every five New Zealand
fictional feature films made in the last thirty years has been adapted from a local work of
literature. McDonnell suggests that investors are reassured by ideas that are based on popular
or respected novels, however, ‘the need for adaptation skills equals those required to write an
original script’, and the success of the original work is no guarantee of an effective adaptation
to cinema.22

Adaptation proves to be an appealing technique for short film writers: five of the sixteen scripts
in this study were originally literary adaptations. As Shepard illustrates, some effective New
Zealand short films are based on short stories.23 Representing 31 per cent of my sample, the
proportion of adaptations from literature is much higher than the 21 per cent identified by
McDonnell within New Zealand feature films since 1988.24

Only one of these short

screenplays (Beautiful) directly adapts a local text, though; another was loosely inspired by the
style of Katherine Mansfield’s short stories (Shadow over the Sun)25; and three are based on
foreign literary traditions. Te Po Uriruri is a tragic love story, set in sixteenth century Maori
society, but based on Shakespeare’s Sonnet 147, parts of which are quoted by the films’
characters, in Maori with English subtitles. Nature’s Way was originally based on a fairytale
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but its script was reworked so extensively that it became a quite different story.26 Fish Out of
Water is not a direct adaptation either, but rather a modern day parable that draws its inspiration
from Greek legend.27 The script for Beautiful (Adam Stevens, 2001), however, was adapted
from a play written (and performed) by New Zealanders Jason Hoyte and Jonathan Brugh.

Beautiful and Nature’s Way are the most effective of these adaptations. Although Te Po
Uriruri and Fish Out of Water each adapt the original source material in an innovative manner,
the characterisation in both films lacks sophistication. With minimal or no dialogue, the
somewhat stiff performances in Fish Out of Water and the melodramatic acting in Te Po
Uriruri make it difficult to identify with the characters in each film. Both Nature’s Way and
Shadow over the Sun are also without dialogue, but Shearer is more effective than Douglas at
creating an atmosphere rich in feeling and full of suspense. The cleverly scripted and well
delivered dialogue in Beautiful, which is ironically juxtaposed with shots positioning the
characters’ small fishing dinghy in the idyllic setting of Great Barrier Island, makes for a highly
enjoyable film. It is therefore not surprising that, while the other films were not selected for
any ‘A’ list festivals, Beautiful was officially selected for the Montreal, New York, Melbourne
and Sundance festivals, and Nature’s Way screened in competition at Cannes, as well as at
many other international festivals. Both films also won Best Short Film at the New Zealand
Screen Awards in 2003 and 2006, respectively. This suggests that an effective adaptation has a
good chance of gaining critical capital from both local and foreign sources.

Live action short films that are not adaptations from literature tend to be personal films based
on the filmmaker’s life experience. The writers of Turangawaewae, Nothing Special, This is
Her, The Freezer and Two Cars, One Night have all revealed that they drew on their personal
or family history to inform their scripts.28 It is also likely that the character-driven narratives in
Rock (Brian Challis, 2003), Trust Me (Pitts, 2000) and Cockle, which all contain realistic
characters in coming-of-age stories, are based on their creators’ personal experiences. This
finding is in accordance with scholars’ observations that short filmmakers often have personal
26
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motivations for making their work rather than a strong commercial idea of their target market.29
Comments made by Jeremy Howe suggest that the recurrent themes in NZFC-funded short
films mirror those in countries with a similar film culture. Howe observes that short films tend
to be shaped by the narrative interests of the young adults who make them, portraying ‘a world
often dominated by children and adolescents’.30 Local producers explain that young writers
often draw on their childhood experience as material for short films. Shuchi Kothari suggests
that for young creators of short films, ‘The present can be too messy and the past is an easier
place to rest your head.’31 Alexander adds that short films ‘usually require a “small moment
with big significance” and these are often more common in childhood.’32

Another narrative model common in ‘quirky’ New Zealand cinema, according to Joyce, is
open-ended narratives and sometimes paradoxical endings.33 This specific storytelling style
contrasts with the general principle that closure is needed in the short film, as in any narrative
form. Closure, explains Raskin, leaves the viewer with a sense of completeness and provides
the filmmaker with the opportunity to leave a meaningful image or message in audiences’
minds.34 In contrast to Joyce’s observation, all the films in my sample use at least one of the
closure strategies detailed by Raskin in his analysis of story design in the short fiction film.
Generally achieved through specific shot composition or editing techniques, the most common
closing strategy in these films is a physical departure of the character(s) from the frame or a
lapsing into a prolonged stasis, which represents a disengagement from the story ‘and a signal
that nothing more will happen in the film’.35 Thirteen of the sixteen films in the sample end in
this way, although many combine this technique with another closure strategy, either a return to
the initial situation or a symbolic event or gesture.36 This is epitomised in the final, high-angle
wide shots that distance the viewer from the characters in order to achieve disengagement in
Beautiful and Shadow over the Sun.

Nothing Special and Rock are the only films with an open-ended narrative. Although the
framing of the final image of the bloody, broken rock in the latter film recalls the establishing
29
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shot, thus representing a return to an earlier situation after a significant change, this point-ofview shot does not reflect narrative closure. The viewer does not know whether the rock has
actually killed or only injured the boy’s mother, nor is it clear whether his action was accidental
or deliberate. This ambiguity is intentional and is achieved by ending the film ‘just before the
consequences of Ralph’s actions would have been discovered’.37 The black comedy Nothing
Special reflects the narrative pattern described by Joyce. It ends suddenly on a close-up shot of
its protagonist Billy, whose alarmed reaction to the word ‘special’ suggests that not much has
changed despite his best efforts. Although this ending fits the mould of a ‘quirky’ New Zealand
film, it is an anomaly in NZFC short films, as all the other films selected display fairly strong
closure strategies.

Characters

Strong characters are often the driving force of a narrative and offer audiences a point of
identification within a short film.

Although scriptwriters are generally advised to create

characters that actively pursue their goals, passive characterisation is possible in the short film
format, which, unlike the feature film, cannot sustain complex character development.38
Passive characters are also common in locally produced feature films.39 Of the thirteen live
action films in my sample, only four centre on characters who actively pursue a goal: The
Freezer (Rotondo, 2002), Te Po Uriuri, Fish out of Water and Nothing Special. Whether the
characters are active or passive, NZFC short films tend to portray them in their everyday lives,
undertaking simple activities.

Billy does monotonous paperwork in Nothing Special; the

murderer watches television, vacuums and folds washing in Nature’s Way; the men in Beautiful
and the love interest in Fish out of Water spend their time fishing (but are never seen to catch
anything); and the children play with a plastic ring in Two Cars, One Night, a Barbie doll in
This is Her, and a rock in Rock. Raskin suggests that character interaction with objects and
décor plays a significant storytelling function in the short film by quickly revealing the
behavioural attributes and inner lives of characters and situating them in the material world.40
The interaction between actors and props in the selected films reinforces the passivity of
characters who seem to accept their existing social situation, making use of the objects
available to them but not searching for anything out of their reach.
37
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It is interesting to note the demographic composition of the society represented in these films.
With the range of directors funded, as noted in the previous chapter, one might expect a rough
reflection of cultural diversity in EP-financed films. However, the results suggest NZFC short
films continue to focus on the same sort of character who was over-represented in early New
Zealand feature films: the Pakeha male. Excluding the animations, there are ten films with a
male protagonist and only three with a female lead character. Moreover, seventy-seven per cent
of the main characters in my sample are Pakeha or European.41 This is close to the eighty per
cent of New Zealanders who identified as European in the 2001 census, but it does not
represent the changing demographic trends in New Zealand, where European or Pakeha now
constitute only 68 per cent of the population.42 The remaining twenty-three per cent of films
studied have a Maori male protagonist, which suggests Maori are also over-represented
compared to population statistics. There are no films in my sample with characters, either
principal or secondary, of any other ethnic identity, except for the Dalmatian immigrants in A
Very Nice Honeymoon. During the same period, however, New Zealand filmmakers were
casting actors of different ethnicities in films that did not directly receive production finance
from the NZFC. Between 2003 and 2007, for example, Korean, Indian, Czech and Russian
characters appear in SIPF and self-funded films that eventually benefited from NZFC post
production grants (Eating Sausage, Clean Linen, Fleeting Beauty, and Cargo), not to mention a
number of dramatic short films featuring Pacific Island voices.43

It is possible that an increasing tendency to fund films with central characters from other ethnic
groups is unapparent in this analysis, but is emerging in NZFC short films. The diverse
characters in the more recently released Take 3 (Roseanne Liang, 2008), Coffee & Allah (Sima
Urale, 2007), and The Graffiti of Mr Tupaia (Christopher Dudman, 2006) could be seen as
evidence of a less exclusive definition of ‘New Zealand film’. Pitts highlights the selection of
Nomadz Unlimited for an EP contract in 2006 and 2007 as a signal of a more inclusive,
multicultural approach to filmmaking in New Zealand.44 Nomadz Unlimited was indeed the EP
41
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of Take 3 and the producer of Coffee & Allah, but different EPs are responsible for selecting
Coffee & Allah (Whenua Films) and The Graffiti of Mr Tupaia (Short Intercept). This could be
seen as a positive sign that more EPs are now funding films with culturally diverse characters.
Nevertheless, it is clear that the growing number of New Zealanders who do not identify as
Maori, Pakeha or European are under-represented in short films financed by the NZFC EP
Scheme from 1997 to 200.

Further analysis can be taken of the films’ secondary characters to determine whether these
films represent a monocultural, bicultural or multicultural society. Of the three films with
Maori protagonists, two of them feature only Maori characters, and in the third,
Turangawaewae, Pakeha are not absent, but they appear only as minor characters.

The

dialogue in Two Cars, One Night is in English, whereas most or all of the characters in Te Po
Uriruri and Turangawaewae speak Maori. The films with Pakeha protagonists also represent a
monocultural world; their secondary characters tend to be Pakeha too. The exceptions are The
Freezer and A Very Nice Honeymoon, although the latter only briefly depicts Maori characters
alongside the Dalmatian couple. The Freezer features Maori characters in significant roles
alongside its Pakeha protagonists, but presents the two cultures living in separate worlds. There
is also no example of a cross-cultural romance, which has appeared as a popular allegory for
race relations in New Zealand feature films.45

Despite government and NZFC discourse

suggesting an embrace of bicultural and multicultural values in film policy, the society
represented in these films is overwhelmingly homogenous, suggesting a country dominated by
Pakeha, where Maori tend to live in separate communities, with little contact between the two
main cultures. This contrasts with observations of the ‘new wave’ of New Zealand films that
purportedly reflect a diverse, culturally confident society at the beginning of the twenty-first
century.46

Further observations of over-represented groups may be explained by dominant filmmaking
patterns and the constraints of the short film form. Children play a significant part in ten of the
sixteen films in my sample, several of whom are only children with solo parents. Four films are
narrated or shot from a child’s perspective: Two Cars, One Night; The Freezer; Trust Me; and
Kothari) who not only theorise multiculturalism, but who also research and make films cross-culturally as a matter
of course.’
45
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Rock. This is a high proportion, given that the target audience of these films is not children, but
it is not surprising if one considers the tendency of New Zealand narrative art and international
short films to tell coming-of-age stories. As for the lack of siblings and nuclear families
presented, this might simply be due to the limitations of the short film, which does not allow
filmmakers the space to introduce many characters.

In addition to the age, gender and ethnicity of characters, New Zealand short fiction films can
be distinguished by the actors’ performances. Hayward draws attention to ‘gesturality and
morphology’, or ‘traditions of performance’, as a marker of national specificity in film:
‘Gestures, words, intonations, attitudes, [and] postures,’ she elaborates, ‘… are deeply rooted in
a nation’s culture.’47 In some of the short films in my sample, the actors’ performances and
carefully scripted dialogue are distinctive signs of the text’s nationality. This is epitomised by
Romeo in Two Cars, One Night, who lifts his eyebrows and chin - ‘in a typically Maori
greeting’48 - and addresses his brother in an authentic manner: ‘eh, bro?’ Ocean Mercier
interprets the verbal and gestural exchange between Romeo and Polly in this film as reflecting
the ritualised encounter of a powhiri.49 The performance of these characters is so culturally
specific that Waititi was not confident the film would be appreciated by foreign audiences.50
Comments posted on the film’s Internet Movie Database page reveal that while the characters’
speech is indeed incomprehensible to certain overseas viewers, this authenticity is the aspect of
the film that some New Zealanders appreciate the most.51

Crofts argues that while the

‘authenticity and frisson’ offered by such culturally specific texts appeal to overseas audiences;
in addition to foreign praise, incomprehension and misunderstanding are possible responses to
these films.52 The interaction between the two men in Beautiful similarly evokes typical
mannerisms of Pakeha males. The film’s satirical critique of Pakeha masculinity is not as
significant as the picturesque setting to some overseas viewers, though.

Its synopsis on

Manchester’s Reel North Short Film Showcase website opens with the following statement:
47
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‘Ever considered emigrating Down Under? You may well do after watching the aptly named,
Beautiful.’53

There are a few films in my sample that do not feature distinctive New Zealand gestures or
linguistic features, including the animations Infection and Grass (Simon Otto, 2004), and the
live action films Fish out of Water and Shadow over the Sun. Of these films, only Infection was
selected for an ‘A’ list festival and sold to television companies in Europe, Japan, Australia and
the United States. This is an interesting point, because filmmakers have at times been advised
that films without dialogue are more likely to attract sales.54 Many novice filmmakers find it
difficult, however, to tell a story through meaningful visual images rather than dialogue.
Moreover, these films may be less likely to appear in international festival programmes due to
their lack of nationally specific gesturality and morphology. Agenda-setting film festivals often
seek shorts that reflect their place of origin while bringing something new or different to their
genre.55

Genre

In its study of the Short Film Fund, the NZFC found that the majority of films produced
between 1997 and 2006 were described by their creators as drama, one quarter as comedy, and
the remaining fourteen per cent were categorised as science fiction, fantasy, thriller or
animation.56 These are very broad categories, and while they clearly show that NZFC short
films tend to be narrative dramas, the genre ‘drama’ can encompass many different styles of
filmmaking.57 It is difficult to categorise my sample in this way because many of the films
blend and adapt different genres and sub-genres. The animations, for instance, are all quite
different genres: Infection is an action/thriller, Grass is a comedy, and A Very Nice Honeymoon
is a documentary. These categories also obscure the fact that two of the nine films classed as
53
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drama are historical drama – Te Po Uriuri and Shadow over the Sun – neither of which
achieved festival success. Three of the ‘dramas’ could equally be classed as comedy.

It is not straightforward to apply genres associated with feature films to short films. As Saara
Cantell argues, ‘to try to see (or make) short films using the tools created for feature films
seems as meaningless as to read and interpret poetry with the same criteria as novels.’58 Cooper
and Dancyger hence suggest eight alternative ‘framing devices’ that better suit the short form,
and can be applied to both live action and animated films, which I have applied to my sample,
with only slight adaptations.59

Ritual occasion
12.5%

Docudrama
6.3%
Black comedy
18.8%

Morality tale
12.5%
Journey
50.0%

Figure 3: Genre in NZFC short films

As Figure 3 shows, the most common frame is the ‘journey’, which is interpreted broadly here
as a single character-driven narrative containing several scenes in multiple locations. As the
typical story frame of the feature film, as well as many other forms of narrative art, it is perhaps
not surprising that many films in my sample reproduce this structure.60 This is slightly lower
than the proportion of films identified as ‘drama’ in the NZFC survey mentioned above, but it
would be fair to say that many of the films in the category of ‘journey’ could be described as
58
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drama. This typology allows a clearer distinction between the different forms of narrative
drama, though. The films which employ the ‘journey’ frame conform to a more conventional
narrative structure, and can therefore be considered in relation to feature film genres. Notably,
Infection and Nature’s Way feature conventions of the action and horror genres respectively.
The other films in this category do not draw on one dominant Hollywood genre, but can be
classified more broadly as ‘art’ films.61

An alternative framing device to the journey is employed by every second filmmaker in the
sample. Documentary is underutilised, with only one docudrama (A Very Nice Honeymoon)
and no ‘mockumentary’. This can be clearly linked to NZFC directives; as described in
previous chapters, the support for documentary projects under the Short Film Fund was
basically discontinued in 1997. I group the morality tale and the fable together because both
are allegories whose intention is to offer a moral lesson to viewers.62 Grass and Fish out of
Water fall into this category, although both could also be described as a sort of ‘journey’ given
their conventional narrative structure. Both these films had limited festival success, suggesting
that the morality tale is not a highly popular genre among short film specialists.

The framing device of the ritual occasion or ‘extended vignette’ appears to be much more
appealing to critics and festival programmers, many of whom bemoan the number of short films
that are treated as ‘calling cards’ and structured as ‘compressed features’.63 These short film
enthusiasts consider it an advantage that the short format is less constrained by the constraints
of genre storytelling and the narrative conventions of feature films.64 As mentioned in the
previous chapter, Two Cars, One Night is an excellent example of a film that provides a
snapshot of a character at a pivotal moment in his life. Trust Me also depicts a defining
moment between siblings, and, although it was not quite as highly acclaimed as Waititi’s film,
it screened in competition at several ‘A’ list festivals.

I prefer to use the label ‘black comedy’ rather than Cooper and Dancyger’s ‘satire’ to capture
the distinctly New Zealand inflection of this sub-genre in Beautiful, Nothing Special and This is
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Her.

Whereas film satire uses ‘excessive humour and exaggerated character, story, and

language’,65 black comedy derives its often cynical humour from its treatment of serious
subjects that are not usually considered humorous.66 The three films listed above treat the
following respective subjects in a humorous manner: sexual orientation and homophobia;
dysfunctional parenting and a desire to conform; and marital infidelity. According to an NZFCcommissioned survey, local audiences appreciate the prevalence of this dark humour in New
Zealand films, labelling it, after landscape, the most distinctive feature of New Zealand
cinema.67 The fact that it is a significant genre in my sample, and that all three of these films
won significant international and domestic acclaim confirms that it is a ‘successful’ style in
NZFC short films.

Codes and conventions

Other elements that imbue a film with a New Zealand flavour are the technical codes and
cinematic conventions favoured by local filmmakers. Common codes of the New Zealand art
film include careful shot composition to tell the story through visual images; the use of
soundtrack to create a tense atmosphere or comment on action; some distortion in camerawork
or mise-en-scène; and the landscape as a metaphor for the mood or interior state of characters.68
Short filmmakers are often encouraged to tell their stories through distinctive visual images and
a carefully constructed soundscape, rather than dialogue.

In some short films, however,

dialogue is not only appropriate but essential. Raskin points out that ‘there are two modes of
storytelling in the modern short: the non-verbal and the dialogue-based – each fully legitimate
and each producing its share of little masterpieces from year to year.’69 While Trust Me and Te
Po Uriuri have minimal dialogue, five other films in my sample have no dialogue and rely
entirely on sound and visuals to tell their story. The most successful of these is Nature’s Way,
which also follows the other conventions of New Zealand art cinema, even though it can be
described as ‘a psychological fantasy horror’.70
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Nature’s Way is a typical New Zealand film in its use of the natural landscape as an emotional
metaphor and creator of atmosphere. Often shown in wet, windy weather, underscoring the
power of the elements, the native bush is dense and wild, letting little light in, and contrasts
with the sterile and mundane subdivision where the main character lives. Shots of identical
houses in residential suburbs similarly connote a sense of repressive conformity in Grass,
Nothing Special, and This is Her. Scholars and audiences alike assert that the depiction of
landscape is a defining feature of New Zealand cinema.71 According to postcolonial theorists,
regional geography is an important element of nationalism in both indigenous and settler
societies.72 The bush is also an important setting in Te Po Uriuri, while the location of the
dinghy on sea water is an essential element of characterisation in Fish out of Water and
Beautiful. Two Cars, One Night does not depict picturesque landscapes, but the sped up
imagery of clouds against the evening sky in the opening sequence effectively locates the film
in ‘the land of the long white cloud’.73

Setting is used to contextualise characters and convey their socioeconomic situation in The
Freezer, Turangawaewae and Two Cars, One Night. In all three of these films, the poverty of
Maori is suggested through the interaction between character and setting. This is most explicit
in Turangawawae, which translates as ‘a place to stand’. Tiare, the main character, carries with
him a piece of turf on which he builds unusual shrines, and he keeps another, larger piece of
grass underneath his bed. His detachment from society due to his lack of a permanent place to
stand is illustrated by these props.74 It is possible to interpret Tiare’s cultural dislocation as a
result of British colonisation. Wi Kuki Kaa, the actor who plays Tiare, describes the piece of
turf as a metaphor for a people whose land ‘was stolen by the government…. This is a symbol
of being landless.’75

In many short films, props are endowed with symbolic meaning, and a character’s relationship
with an object or the setting constitutes an important element of storytelling.76 The passivity of
characters, as suggested by their interactions with everyday objects, was discussed above. In
71
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addition to helping to contextualise characters and depict their inner lives, props in several of
the films convey figurative meaning. The spider, for example, is a loaded image with many
possible interpretations. In Trust Me, it serves to clearly differentiate the sisters, and can be
seen as representing the female aversion to spiders that is condoned by society.77 While the
more childlike Billie enjoys playing with the spider; her older, more feminine sister is terrified
of it. Where the interaction with and fear of the spider is thus symbolic of socially constructed
femininity, the central object in Rock can be read as a symbol of stoic but dangerous
masculinity, as well as a point of difference between the world of the child and that of the adult.
The film’s director has described his interest in the isolated status of Ralph and his imaginative
friendship with ‘Rocky’, which contrasts with Ralph’s mother’s disapproving attitude towards
the rock. Challis explains, ‘I’m interested in making films about (New Zealand) males who
deal with the world by not talking about issues, who run away or sulk, and can’t communicate
unless completely enraged.’78 The symbols in these films thus communicate messages about
gender constructions within New Zealand society.

The possibility for a political reading of the carefully selected props in Two Cars, One Night is
demonstrated by several scholars. Both Mercier and Jo Smith refer to the book about ‘Crazy
Horse’ that Romeo’s brother Ed is reading: The Fetterman Massacre is an account from a
colonial perspective of a Native American leader who fought to preserve the traditions of his
people.79 Mercier interprets this as suggesting that, ‘Ed’s struggle, as a potential leader, is one
of taking on Western tools of education to teach himself about the coloniser.’80 Every academic
analysis of Waititi’s film also describes the symbolic value of the plastic ring given to Romeo
by Polly. For Mercier, it represents a koha (gift) exchanged at the powhiri, while it also plays
with gendered, Pakeha notions of ring-giving in heterosexual relationships.81 Quy also refers to
the ring’s signification of commitment and marriage, and adds, ‘it carries connotations of
aspirations to wealth’.82

While all commentators agree that the exchanging of the ring

represents the defining moment in the alliance formed by the characters, Lister suggests that
this action also symbolises power and the ‘brief connection … forged between the filmmaker
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and his audiences over those eleven and a half minutes.’83

Two Cars, One Night thus

epitomises Raskin’s assertion that good short films ‘remind us that every moment is filled with
opportunities that can either be seized or allowed to slip by.’84

National myths

The meaning of Two Cars, One Night can also be interpreted in relation to myths of
nationalism. The film has been positioned within the frame of bicultural nationalism, but in
opposition to the hegemonic version of it, which, according to Mark Williams, emerged in the
1970s and 80s as a determined effort to overcome the ‘paternalism, hierarchy and
exclusiveness’ of early Pakeha nationalism.85 Smith asserts that Waititi’s lyrical treatment of
time dramatises the social situation of the characters, and his self-reflexive cinematic style
encourages the audience to think about the representations in the film, ‘and by extension, the
larger socio-political climate of Aotearoa/New Zealand.’86

While some might read the

distinctly Maori voice and absence of Pakeha characters in Two Cars, One Night as signalling a
sort of Maori nationalism, Smith argues that Waititi refuses to endorse either a Maori or a
Pakeha epistemology of national identity, and instead offers an alternative vision to ‘the
progressive logic of orthodox bicultural politics’.87 Lister agrees that the film is not supposed
‘to be read solely on Maori terms’ and points to Waititi’s disavowal of the label of ‘Maori
artist’.88

It is possible to consider Two Cars, One Night as an updated or alternative version of the
progressive bicultural myth represented in another successful NZFC-funded short film,
Avondale Dogs (Gregor Nicholas, 1994). That black and white film also lyrically captures the
subjective experience of a boy clearly situated in the area where the writer-director grew up,
and is based on his autobiographical experiences and a desire to express a parallel subtext.
‘One of the principal things that I was trying to do in the film was to create beautiful moments
out of apparently austere environments,’ states Nicholas.89 Waititi echoes, ‘By nature, when
faced with grim circumstances, we tend to look for the light, the warmth, the beauty in life…. I
83
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want to show how human contact creates something special in a not so special environment.’90
Both auteurs use the exchange of a plastic ring at the climax of the film to symbolise the
intimate yet innocent bond between a pair of young friends. In light of Lister’s identification of
the ring as a symbol of power and Mercier’s inference of the inversion of the male role as ringgiver, this exchange in Two Cars, One Night can be read as an intertextual reference that
suggests a transfer of benevolent power from the young Pakeha male in Avondale (who gives
the ring to a Maori girl) to the young Maori female on the East Coast (who gives it to a Maori
boy).

These films both end on an image of the protagonist that encourages the audience to
contemplate the future ahead of this character. While the final two-shot of Paul and Glenys in
Avondale Dogs deliberately suggests a robust future partnership between the two cultures,91
Smith argues that the sense of foreboding and vulnerable framing of Romeo in the closing
sequence of Two Cars, One Night underlines the precariousness of the character’s situation.92
The overriding tone in Waititi’s film is nonetheless warm and humorous, offering viewers the
hope that its characters will resist being pulled into the world of their parents and instead
embrace their creativity and spontaneity to forge an alternative future.93

Waititi’s

demonstration of his creative talents through this film and his subsequent success suggests that
he is doing just that, whilst refusing an essentialist label of his cultural identity.

Very few NZFC short films tackle social problems in an overt manner or engage directly with
questions of national identity. The Freezer and Turangawaewae are the only other films in my
sample that challenge the viewer to consider cultural issues of political significance, such as
Maori alienation from their land, although it is possible to watch these films without making
such an inference. Neither The Freezer nor Turangawaewae has achieved as high a profile as
Two Cars, One Night, so their representations have not been publicly discussed by critics or
scholars. Along with two other films in this sample, these three texts have been included in an
educational resource pack featuring ten New Zealand short films.94

Resource developer

Hamish Chalmers points to the ironically cheerful song ‘Haere Mai’ in the opening sequence of
Turangawaewae, which ‘was probably written to welcome Queen Elizabeth II’ for her
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coronation tour of New Zealand in 1953.95 While he focuses on the song’s reference to ‘DDay’ and the fragmented, frightening war flashbacks in the film, it is also possible to read this
soundtrack selection as a political reference to the arrival of the British in New Zealand,
especially given the portrayal of the issue of Maori alienation from ancestral land. In contrast
to Waititi’s film, Turangawaewae engages with a discourse of Maori nationalism, in both a
cultural and political manner.96 The plight of Tiare in this film suggests that clutching at
spiritual symbols is not sufficient to recreate a lost identity; he needs to return to his marae with
the support of his whanau. The ending in this sense contains a similar message to that in Whale
Rider (Niki Caro, 2002) and Once Were Warriors (Lee Tamahori, 1994). These films can all
be read as a return to the myth that Maori ‘derived their identity from their whakapapa and
turangawaewae (a home place), and that those umbilical connections were best preserved by
living close to one’s extended family, home marae and urupa (cemeteries).’97 The sudden,
violent flashback that interrupts an otherwise harmonious homecoming in Turangawaewae is a
reminder by writer Wiremu Grace that this is not a simple solution that will automatically cure
a painful past.

The Freezer explicitly highlights disparities between its Maori and Pakeha characters yet does
not attempt to offer any solution to the problems they face. This film contrasts the road
conditions and buildings in the main street of the Pakeha-dominated town and the rural setting
of Panguru, where the Maori characters live.98 Although this may represent the social reality of
Northland Maori in the 1970s, it perpetuates rather than challenges old stereotypes of Maori as
hospitable and friendly but poor, lazy and rural.99 The Freezer illustrates the challenges a
filmmaker faces in representing a culture different to his own. In this film, the children play in
the cemetery, drawing cricket wickets on a tombstone before lying in a freshly dug grave.
According to Pitts’ account of Maori protocol in regards to another film, Rotondo should not
have filmed in this location or allowed a grave to be dug as to do so is to invite death.100 This
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highlights the problem of cultural appropriation, which is an ongoing issue in cultural
production.101

Although most New Zealanders live in a city, our films often represent rural settings and small
towns. Indeed, the main setting of almost half the live action films is a natural environment or
small town. Karl Zohrab (Little Jab) reveals that many of the submitted scripts in 2002 were set
in ‘rural New Zealand’.102 Some of the selected short films indicate a disjuncture with ‘the
New Zealand rural myth’, though.103 Whereas Watson observes that New Zealand feature films
underutilised the urban landscape in the 1970s and 1980s, over half of the stories in the short
films made between 1998 and 2008 took place in or around a city.

Coastal
8%
Suburban
23%

Urban
31%

Rural
30%

Small town
8%

Figure 4: Main setting of live action short films

In general, Pakeha short filmmakers seem less concerned with cultural or national identity than
with social roles and gender identity. There are two major themes that recur in NZFC-funded
short films: coming of age and gender issues. In the analysis of narrative above, filmmakers’
adaptation of personal experience was presented as an explanatory factor for the predominance
of coming of age stories. Six of the thirteen live action films in my sample can be described as
coming of age stories, while five are predominantly concerned with gender roles. The end of
innocence is suggested for the young Pakeha protagonist in The Freezer and Rock; and a sexual
101
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awakening or awareness of the main character’s gender identity is central to Trust Me, Cockle,
Nothing Special and Two Cars, One Night. The idea of masculinity is explored in Rock,
Beautiful and Cockle, while motherhood is a central issue in This Is Her and Shadow Over The
Sun. Rock, Cockle and Beautiful question dominant representations of Pakeha masculinity:
Cockle depicts the protagonist’s struggle to meet social expectations of young New Zealand
men to be assertive and physically strong (exemplified by the rugby player); and Beautiful
gently mocks its characters’ homophobic reactions.

Issues of gender roles and relations are prevalent in New Zealand filmmaking, and two distinct
traditions of the ‘cinema of unease’ can be associated with either men or women. The ‘Pakeha
identity quest’ film that dominated New Zealand cinema in the 1970s and 1980s tended to be a
film made by men about a man’s journey.104 An overbearing mother – a fairly common
archetype in feature films that deal with anxieties about Pakeha masculinity105 – also appears in
Rock and Nothing Special. There is another tradition in New Zealand national cinema that is
associated with women directors, however. The psychodrama emerged as a popular genre
among female filmmakers in the 1970s and remained dominant until the late 1990s.106 Trust
Me, with its dark mise-en-scène, unsettling images and emotionally intense exploration of fear,
sisterhood and desire can be seen to follow in the tradition of the psychodrama. This is Her,
however, represents a disjuncture from this dominant form of women’s filmmaking. Although
it deals with feminist issues such as childbirth, marital relationships and female friendships,
Wolfe and cinematographer Ginny Loane create a world full of bright colours and sharp
images, hugely contrasting with the dark aesthetics expected of New Zealand films, especially
those dealing with the same subjects and made by women. Its aesthetics seem more fitting for
television, and Wolfe reveals she instructed her team to make the film look like a commercial
aimed at female consumers.107

Other films in this selection also contain an implicit critique of an aspect of New Zealand
society, although they can be interpreted in different ways. Infection can be seen as making a
bold political statement. Its use of generic conventions such as fight scenes and action music
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encourages audiences to support the quest of the computer virus whose mission it is to destroy a
student loan. The Student Loan Facility is located in Unibank, a sterile white building that is
heavily guarded by eyeballs and syringes, images that can be interpreted as symbolising a
watchful, oppressive state.

In this sense it reproduces the anti-authoritarianism that is a

dominant theme in Pakeha ‘identity quest’ films.108 On the other hand, especially because it is
an animation, this film could be seen simply as an entertaining tale that draws on recognisable
themes and generic conventions in an innovative manner.

Also in accordance with thematic tropes in New Zealand national cinema, several films deal
with the issue of conformity or being an outsider in society, all in a humorous manner: Grass,
Fish out of Water and Nothing Special. The other black comedies, Beautiful and This is Her,
also deal with a serious issue in a cynical or humorous way, arguably reflecting a distinctly
New Zealand way of dealing with social problems. According to the NZFC-commissioned
audience survey, the humour that makes New Zealand films distinctive ‘seldom goes for the
obvious laugh’ and is often used as an ‘edgy’ accompaniment to deeper emotion.109 Stuart
describes the uniqueness of this quirky humour: ‘A definite component of the offbeat quality [in
New Zealand films] is the distinct aversion to sunny Hollywood values.’110

Innovation and conformity

It was suggested in the introduction that the two dominant modes of short film – ‘condensed
classical narrative’ and ‘experimental’ – can be considered as two extremes on a continuum.111
My analysis suggests that short films financed by the NZFC EP Scheme are located more at the
conventional than the experimental end of this continuum. No NZFC short film is a pure genre
imitation, simply because the codes of feature film genres cannot be directly applied to short
filmmaking. None of this selection of short films is a true example of experimental cinema
either, if we adopt Raskin’s definition of ‘anti-narrative’ films.112 Nevertheless, the innovative
narrative and highly stylised cinematography of Te Po Uriuri and lack of distinctive genre
conventions and complex structure in Turangawaewae make these films somewhat
experimental. It is interesting to note that the key creatives on both of these films were Maori.
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Arguably, the two most innovative projects in the sample are both animated films. Funded in
1998, Infection utilised new digital technology to depict a story about digital technology: the
visual representation of a computer virus deployed to eliminate one man’s student debt was
original, topical and innovative. A Very Nice Honeymoon was selected by Blueskin Films, a
production company that did not demand innovation but nonetheless required a strong, original
script. The Simmonds brothers’ treatment of a family story in their film can be described as
innovative for its unique blend of archival audio and hand-drawn cartoon images. It also
pioneered domestic computer graphics being transferred to film in this way. Phill Simmonds
coined the term ‘documation’ to describe this genre, while he notes that what makes their style
unique is the way in which it bucks contemporary trends.113
3D [animation] is increasingly popular at the moment, so we're working in 2D…. Also,
there's nothing ‘controversial' about what we're doing and perhaps that's why our work
works… The ‘shocking truth’ simply isn't that shocking any more, so the only way left
is to head in the opposite direction to find something startling.114
Although their film did not secure any ‘A’ list festival screenings, the fresh vision and strong
skills of Jeff and Phill Simmonds earned them the title of SPADA Filmmakers of the Year in
2006.

Two other films in my sample demonstrate the potential to test new technical processes on short
film, rather than having to conduct a more expensive experiment on a longer film.
Turangawaewae and Nothing Special were at the technical ‘cutting edge’ at the time for their
use of digital intermediate in the post production process.115 This is now a common method of
post production for short and feature films.116 The majority of my sample does not contain
great innovation in form, style or content, though. The NZFC does not aim to encourage avantgarde cinema but rather films that use conventional techniques that are relevant to feature
filmmaking and appeal to a mainstream audience.

The three animated films in my selection do not reflect New Zealand traditions of filmmaking.
This is especially true of A Very Nice Honeymoon, which combines visual codes of animation
113
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with documentary-style audio, a technique that had not appeared in any previous New Zealand
film. Similarly, Infection broke new ground as a digital animation. Overall, though, most films
in this study can be considered as extensions of and reactions to New Zealand national cinema.
The idiomatic dialogue and behaviour of characters, the predominance of children, the
distinctive and metaphoric landscapes, and the humorous treatment of serious subjects are all
markers of ‘significant New Zealand content’ in this selection. Several of these films represent
continuity in the preoccupation with gender roles and the gender specific approach to
filmmaking that marks the tradition of the ‘cinema of unease’. Few of them engage directly
with the issue of nationalism but their treatment of masculinity, conformity and coming-of-age
tales place them firmly in the realm of New Zealand national cinema. My analysis corresponds
with Pitts’ observation of the difference between the subtexts of different strands of New
Zealand national cinema.

‘In contrast to the individualism, angst, sexual politics and largely

apolitical strands of Pakeha cinema,’ she writes, ‘the politics are (unsurprisingly) very close to
the surface’ in the alternative representations of Maori filmmakers who explore socio-cultural
issues, such as the importance of family, community and cultural roots, and the problems of
urbanisation and economic marginalisation.117

Conclusion

While the selected short films represent a largely homogenous society in terms of cultural
identity, they nonetheless display a diverse range of cultural expression. The use of various
framing devices and themes, as well as divergent codes and conventions, suggest short
filmmakers are not entirely constrained by prevailing definitions of New Zealand national
cinema. This reflects the diverse tastes of Short Film Fund EPs as well as the NZFC’s
expectations that a wide range of short films be supported. It is remarkable that three films,
representing 19 per cent of my sample, are animations. The Short Film Fund is not designed to
cater for animated projects, which are not an established form of feature filmmaking in New
Zealand.

As mentioned in Chapter Three, animated short films are expensive and time-

consuming, so have an increased possibility of non-completion. The selection of a short
animation by three of the EP groups studied therefore represents a risky decision. Although
Grass was not particularly successful, the highly innovative style of Infection and A Very Nice
Honeymoon, and their subsequent appreciation by local and foreign audiences, demonstrate the
value of allowing EPs the flexibility to make creative funding choices.
117
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The constraints of the short film form in terms of limiting the number of characters may explain
in part the failure of these films to reflect a multicultural society. A potential explanation for
the strong representation of Maori when other ethnic minorities are absent is twofold. Firstly, it
appears that NZFC support for Maori filmmaking is substantive, not merely rhetorical.
Therefore, targeted programmes to support historically marginalised groups can be effective in
short film policy. Secondly, the orientation towards the international market sees Maori content
as a unique selling point for New Zealand films. As Yeatman puts it, ‘the incorporation of
indigenous elements within films is an effective commercial strategy’.118 While the following
comment by Crofts refers particularly to Australian film in the 1990s, it is an apt description of
the climate of international film festivals:
the dominant film-critical discourse is the depoliticizing one of an essentialist humanism
(“the human condition”) complemented by a tokenist culturalism (“very French”) and
an aestheticizing of the culturally specific (“a poetic account of local life”) …. One
shrewd and successful strategy has been the combination of cultural universals (family
madness, artistic ambition, rape) with specific local inflections…119
Petrie, Pitts and Joyce similarly describe the combination of culturally specific representations
and universal themes in New Zealand films as a successful formula.120 Of the three projects
that we could call ‘Maori films’, both texts that represent Maori characters in a contemporary
setting (Two Cars and Turangawaewae) have universal themes (first encounter and sociocultural alienation) and received critical acclaim at A-list festivals.

These films, as my

discussion demonstrates, are also the texts that engage most strongly with cultural politics.
Although Te Po Uriuri was also selected for some international festivals, it did not achieve such
a high level of success, possibly because its experimentation with form was not particularly
effective.

Short film has been identified as a crucial site for the representation of marginalised voices and
as an important entry point for disenfranchised filmmakers.121 The absence of, for example,
elderly, wealthy, openly homosexual and disabled characters in these films suggests that certain
voices are privileged by NZFC policies and contemporary filmmaking practices. In my sample,
the dominant voice is that of the Pakeha male, who continues to be a central character in short
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films, sometimes even those made by a woman writer and director. Although many short
filmmakers draw on their personal experiences for material, the main character in each film
does not necessarily have the same identity as the writer or director. There are an increasing
number of female creative teams, although the majority of NZFC-funded short films are
directed and produced by men. It is heartening that Maori are well represented in this sample,
but concerning that a greater diversity of cultural identities is not evident. That may already be
in the process of changing, but it should be an important consideration of the NZFC in future
reviews of its funding policy outcomes.

This chapter has demonstrated that a significant part of short film culture is not only the
creation of films and their festival screenings, which the NZFC rightly prioritise, but also the
discussion of these films in the wider cultural public sphere. The meanings of short films are
truly explored when audiences think, talk and write about them. As my research has shown,
films like Two Cars, One Night, that gain critical capital overseas are more likely to be studied,
reviewed and analysed in New Zealand. The inclusion of less acclaimed but nonetheless
quality short films such as The Freezer and Fish out of Water in educational resources ensures
that the techniques and ideas displayed in these films also receive some attention from local
viewers.

Within my sample there is a clear preference for personal, narrative films that use cinematic
techniques common in both international short filmmaking and New Zealand feature films. The
selected short films funded by NZFC EPs between 1997 and 2007 represent a bicultural nation
with great geographical diversity and a relatively calm social climate. Set in a variety of natural
and urban landscapes, the stories in these films tend to portray individuals in their everyday
lives coming to terms with their gender-specific social identity. The setting is important to
these characters’ sense of self, whether they are fishing in a dinghy at sea, seated in a drab
office, running through the wild bush, or walking past a dull residential subdivision. Family is
important but there is little sense of community or collective identity. It is a fairly egalitarian
society, with no signs of excessive wealth or class conflict, yet Maori poverty is a pressing
issue. There is some crime and violence in this society, but there is also a fair amount of
compassion and companionship. The humorous treatment of serious issues suggests a droll
way of dealing with problems in New Zealand. The high production values and competent use
of various cinematic techniques suggest that behind the camera, if not in the diegetic world in
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front of it, are some creative and talented individuals who possess the skills and motivation to
continue making valuable contributions to New Zealand national cinema.
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Chapter Six: Conclusion
Amidst varying frames of film funding and fluctuations in the level of government support, the
NZFC has continued to endorse short film.

While the NZFC has managed a specific

programme for short film production since 1985, it has always been more concerned with
feature filmmaking. Recent government and industry policy discourse has continued to largely
ignore short film, yet the medium received funding increases from both CNZ and the NZFC
from 2004. Given Labour’s predisposition to support film as a cultural industry of social and
economic importance, one might have expected to see some reforms of short film funding
alongside the increases in the sums available. In the wider film sector, there were significant
developments, such as the establishment of the Film Production Fund, which represented a
stronger push towards highly commercial productions made for a global and domestic audience,
using a combination of local resources and international finance. In short film policy, however,
there was little change. EP budgets were increased by $30,000 per film, which still did not
bring them up to the $120,000 allocated to ‘bonsai epics’ in the late 1980s and early 90s. The
funding increase was accompanied by a demand from the NZFC that reflected the existing
requirement of most EPs: short films must be finished to 35mm print, ready for theatrical
screening. This is a contentious policy, as there is, if anything, a decreased need for films to be
finished in this format, especially when most ‘A’ list festivals now accept digital formats.

Short film policy, like the dominant discourses surrounding film funding, has remained fairly
constant, regardless of changes in government and the ‘restructuring culture’ within New
Zealand’s public sector.1 The NZFC Act allows a degree of institutional stability and ensures
the ongoing accommodation of cultural nationalism alongside the hegemonic discourse of
economic rationalism. This thesis has discussed the major reviews of the Short Film Fund in
1997 and 2007, but other appraisals were also conducted between those times. Veber reveals
that there tends to be a review of the Short Film Fund each time ‘there is a change of
Government, a new NZFC Board is appointed or a new CEO [is employed].’2 Although the
1997 review resulted in a major restructure of the fund, the only change following the 2003
review was the budget and delivery format modification detailed above. As discussed in several
chapters, the review in 2007 merely reinforced the status quo. With all but one member of the
NZFC Board facing the expiry of their term in 2009, along with newly appointed Chief
1
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Executives of the NZFC and MCH, and a new Minister of Arts, Culture and Heritage, we can
expect another review of short film policy in the near future.

This is especially likely

considering the Government’s intentions to review and reform the NZFC.3 Given the ongoing
dominance of economic rationalism, it is unlikely that the imminent review of film policy will
result in more satisfactory methods of evaluation than those currently in place.

The biggest change to short film policy in recent years has been the restructure of the funding
programme administered by CNZ. The replacement of the SIPF with the IFF shifts the target
from emerging to experienced filmmakers, offering higher level ‘investments’ for audienceorientated films, rather than grants encouraging experimentation and innovation. Whether this
will make any major difference to the types of projects funded remains to be seen; however, the
discourse surrounding the introduction of the new fund signals an alignment with existing
NZFC policy and government discourse. Introduced following the election of a National
government in late 2008, the principles espoused in the IFF are thus not merely reflective of
Labour’s third way policies, but represent an entrenchment of the dominant framing of short
film as a means to develop and showcase filmmaking talent.

In the past two decades, film policy has increasingly encompassed strategic, measurable goals.
David Newman summarises this paradox: ‘Although the cultural mandate is explicit [in NZFC
discourse], the criteria are measured in economic terms’.4

The application of strategic

objectives and performance measures is validated by the principles of public management that
the NZFC is required to meet, yet this represents a problematic method of evaluating cultural
objectives. Assessing the NZFC’s performance is extremely complicated and, as Fitzgerald
explains, ‘it’s very easy to focus on the things that are easy to measure, not the things that are
meaningful to measure.’5 The ‘cult of the measurable’6 in New Zealand cultural policy gained
momentum with the introduction of a new financial management regime in the late twentieth
century, under which government funding was determined according to the cost of
departments’ outputs, making it easier for ministers to manage what was delivered, and
encouraging agencies to focus on quantifiable outcomes.7 While the NZFC reformulated its
objectives to express broader, vaguer outcomes in 2005, the government still requires the
3

Chris Finlayson, "Industry Q&A," Take, Autumn 2009; Ministry for Culture and Heritage, "Peter Jackson to
Review Film Commission," 18 June 2009, http://www.mch.govt.nz/pr/peter-jackson-review-film-comm.html
(accessed June 19, 2009).
4
Newman, "Regions and Runaways," 15.
5
Fitzgerald, interview.
6
Belfiore and Bennett, "Rethinking the Social Impacts of the Arts," 137.
7
Shaw, "The Public Service," 277.
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institution to demonstrate the effectiveness of its policies through quantitative measures. It is
important that film funding is justified and targeted, aiming to achieve efficient and beneficial
results, yet this narrow focus on tangible outcomes risks obscuring the value of public support
for short film production and distribution. It ignores the possible contribution of film funding
to wider goals, such as the functioning of a dynamic cultural sphere.

Back in 1987, when neoliberal discourses were only beginning to take root in Australian
cultural policy, Dermody and Jacka revealed a deep reluctance within the film sector to
examine Australian cinema against political and aesthetic criteria.

They observed that

resources were invested in assessing issues of financial viability, law, marketing and
administration, yet: ‘Questions of [filmic] content cannot be asked; there exists no public nor
professional discourse in which they can be formulated.’8 This thesis has shown that the same
can be said regarding the NZFC. Easily identifiable, strategic targets were borrowed from
accountability documents and applied throughout the 2007 Review in what was arguably a
response to a minister procuring policy evaluation ‘that tells them what they wish to hear, rather
than what they may need to be told’.9

The previous chapter attempts the difficult task of finding a discourse within which New
Zealand short films can be assessed against political and aesthetic criteria. This is possible only
when an interpretive textual analysis overrides the notion of scientific objectivity. While my
analysis is thus somewhat subjective, it draws on wide research to describe, where relevant, the
intentions of the filmmakers as well as the reactions of critics and audiences to the films
studied. It diverges from traditional evidence-based policy research in that its ‘evidence’
cannot be boiled down to hard facts. This approach depends on a contextual awareness and
invokes the discourses of national cinema, policy framing and the creative industries to describe
some of the processes that affect state-funded short filmmaking in New Zealand.

The NZFC determines who selects short film projects for funding and how those proposals are
appraised, so its influence on political and aesthetic outcomes is significant, if not direct. The
devolved structure of the EP Scheme and absence of specific criteria regarding the style and
content of projects eligible for funding make the Short Film Fund appear non-prescriptive. In
reality, however, funding decisions are constrained by budget limits, the framing of the scheme

8

Dermody and Jacka, Anatomy of a Film Industry, 106.
Richard Shaw, "Consultants and Advisers," in New Zealand Government and Politics, ed. Raymond Miller
(Melbourne: Oxford University Press, 2006), 269.

9
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as a pathway to feature filmmaking, the NZFC mandate in regards to nationally specific
content, and the use of performance targets such as ‘A’ list festivals. Consequently, financial
support is restricted to narrative films of less than 15 minutes, shot and completed on 35mm
print and, until recently, predominantly featuring Pakeha or Maori characters and stories. The
insistence on narrative dramas that display similar conventions to those of New Zealand feature
films results in a predominance of short films with a narrative driven by an individual
protagonist and evoking a sense of isolation. Films with recognisably New Zealand settings,
‘festival friendly’ style and format, few characters and personal stories, often depicting family
relationships and either everyday activities or coming-of-age experiences consequently
dominate the output of the EP Scheme.

The NZFC’s consistent focus on feature film talent development rests on the assumptions that
short filmmakers all desire a career in the feature film industry and that short filmmaking
involves skills relevant to feature filmmaking. Both these ideas are problematic, although they
reflect filmmakers’ views and practices to a certain extent. The focus on the strategy of director
talent development reflects a narrow individualistic conception of filmmaking. It encourages
policy makers, implementers and analysts to overlook the significant level of collaboration and
contributions from diverse members of the cast and crew. It also suggests that the skills
developed and techniques explored in the creation of a short film are most likely to benefit the
director of that short film. While a festival screening undeniably benefits a director more than
any other person involved, there are externalities in short filmmaking that are not accounted for
by this focus. Attention is rarely given to the indirect effects of short film production, such as
its significant role in the form of research and development for the screen production industry.
A cinematographer or editor, for instance, might use the freedom of short film to try a new
technique, which, if successful, they are likely to employ in their later work. Moreover,
developments in the language of film or in techniques of cinematic storytelling may be
borrowed by any other creative artist in society who takes and adapts ideas from existing films.
As Reinhard Wolf argues, not only does short filmmaking play ‘a crucial role in the field of
technical innovation’; ‘It would be hard to find an innovation in film aesthetics that was not
first “invented” and tried out in short film.’10

‘The problem for cultural policy is to manage the gap between institutional practice and what
people actually do’; Wevers and Williams thus argue strongly for a departure from nationalism
10

Wolf, "What is Cinema – What is Short Film?". See also Quy, "In Short Supply"; Evans, "Glimpse Culture," x;
Elsey and Kelly, In Short, 4.
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in cultural policy in order to give artists the freedom to explore diverse forms of cultural
expression.11 The NZFC does grant considerable autonomy to short filmmakers: it allows
independent executive producers to set funding criteria and determine their method for making
allocation decisions, and it usually does not interfere in the process of development, production,
or post production. Therefore, although short films form part of New Zealand national cinema
and contribute to the representation of the national brand overseas, nobody insists that local
short filmmakers engage with myths of national identity or make specific representations of the
nation in their films. Consequently, despite the observations made above regarding the types of
films favoured under the EP Scheme, there is often a disjuncture between the ideologies of
recent governments and the values and messages represented in publicly-funded short films.

The dominant discourses surrounding film policy are founded on an acceptance of neoliberal
values in a global society where the nation-state continues to play an important role. These
ideologies are not necessarily represented in the films funded by agencies that employ such
discourse. Although NZFC short films tend to have individual protagonists, it is their personal
life and relationships with friends, lovers and family members that are important – not their role
in society as a consumer, citizen or worker. The creative entrepreneur might be behind the
camera, but s/he is rarely in front of it.

While short filmmakers often demonstrate the skills

relevant to the image of New Zealand as a creative, innovative society, their characters tend to
engage in simpler, more traditional activities. The cohesive, multicultural society that the Clark
administration embraced is not present in the short films in my sample either, which present a
predominantly monocultural world where Pakeha hold hegemonic power.

Despite their

propensity to represent an egalitarian society, in the sense that there is no class conflict and race
relations are not an issue, structural inequalities are highlighted in the form of Maori poverty.
Most of these films do not engage with myths of national identity, and those that do tend to
mock or criticise traditional ideas, particularly when dealing with the issue of Pakeha
masculinity.

During the period studied, there were more diverse representations of characters in short films
that were not funded by NZFC EPs than those that were supported by the national film funding
agency. While a comprehensive study of all New Zealand short films was not possible in the
scope of this thesis, it also seems that there were more diverse representations of New
Zealanders in NZFC-funded films before and after the 1997 to 2007 period. Before 1997, the
Short Film Fund committee awarded finance to projects whose main characters included an
11

Wevers and Williams, "Cultural Policy in a Small Country," 17. See also Williams, "Waka on the Wild Side."
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openly homosexual pair of Maori and Pakeha soldiers (Twilight of the Gods, 1995); a son of
recent immigrants who speaks Samoan throughout the film (O Tamaiti, 1996); and an autistic
child who lives with her family in the forest (Possum, 1997).12 Since the period studied, NZFC
EPs have funded films whose main characters have included a school cleaner from the Cook
Islands (The Graffiti of Mr Tupaia); a teenage Maori tagger (The Speaker); a Muslim Ethiopian
woman (Coffee & Allah) and three New Zealand actresses of Asian ethnicity (Take 3). These
latter films make bolder social or political statements than the films in my sample, and are
hence more in line with Clark’s description of film as the ‘conscience and critic of society’.13
They are made by or on behalf of marginalised voices in New Zealand, and encourage a
broader definition of what it means to be a New Zealander.

This analysis reveals the difficulty of evaluating film policy within a given timeframe. In her
study of NZFC development funding, Joyce points to the dissonance between policy and
practice: ‘When New Zealand films have been most successful, they have often appeared up to
five years after the policy that most influenced them.’14 For that reason, despite its narrow
focus, the longer term analysis in the 2007 Review is much more useful than the application of
performance measures in annual reviews. While the NZFC has been slow to recognise the
voices of minority cultures and marginalised groups, the agency appears to be paying more
attention to these groups in recent years. It has also recently renewed its interest in developing
domestic audiences for short film, after a clear focus on international festivals between 1998
and 2006. It is too early to say whether this will have any effect on the types of short films
being produced and distributed in New Zealand, but it is promising, especially in light of the
increasing exhibition opportunities offered by local broadcasters, websites and film festivals.
Pitts writes perceptively:
With more and more domestic audiences being created for the nation’s own short films,
the local cultural impact of these works is steadily increasing, and this is especially
important to those communities inadequately represented in the content and authorial
teams of New Zealand feature films.15
None of the films in my sample are as overtly political as The Speaker (Te Arepa Kahi, 2006),
which challenges conventional representations of Maori youth and their relationship with the
police, whilst directly engaging in commentary on topical political issues such as the
controversial Foreshore and Seabed Act passed by Labour in 2004 and National’s divisive
12
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election campaign billboards in 2005. Of course, in doing this, the film paradoxically embodies
the purpose of artistic expression as defined by Clark while actively criticising the policies of
her government and actions of the state. Thus it represents the irony of such cultural policy
discourse as well as the potential for state-funded films to engage in political debate and social
criticism. Turangawaewae, The Freezer and Two Cars, One Night all engage in political
discourse too; however, it is possible to watch these films without fully interpreting their
implicit critique of sociocultural issues or nationalist discourses. These short films should
nonetheless reassure scholars such as Skilling, Wevers and Williams who are concerned that
recent cultural policy encourages artists to conform to the mould of creative entrepreneur and
prevents them from criticising the prevailing social order.16 They also suggest that the more
conventional representations in the films studied need not mean that contemporary New
Zealand filmmakers all demonstrate the complacence characteristic of the consensus in postideological society, as described by Tim Corballis and Brian Dunnigan.17 Nevertheless, these
theorists might still be concerned by the lack of radical critique in the films analysed as part of
this thesis. While some of these texts engage in an exploration, accentuation, mockery or
criticism of issues of social identity, the vast majority contain stories that are much more
personal than political. The absence of marginalised groups, counter hegemonic discourses and
experimental film practices represented in these texts does suggest a tendency for NZFC short
films to reflect the dominant culture.

In spite of its potential to be used as a site of

experimentation and vehicle for the expression of alternative ideas, short film is predominantly
seen as a means to demonstrate a director’s ability to make feature films that fit the NZFC
criteria of New Zealand content and audience appeal.

There is concern that an increasing focus on the audience may lead to an exclusion of styles and
content that have not already proved popular. Combined with an emphasis on the national
brand, this might lead to limited representations within New Zealand films that do little more
than reinforce existing myths and stereotypes. On the other hand, rather than encouraging the
repetition of existing formulas, the audience focus of the NZFC may encourage filmmakers to
better connect with the interests and issues relevant to a diverse range of viewers. As Petrie
assures sceptics, the national branding effort has not changed the nature of diverse audiences
who want different kinds of feature films, nor has it ‘undermined the ability of filmmakers to be
critical or challenging or to continue to produce dark or troubled images’.18 The disturbing
16
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representation of a child murderer in Nature’s Way illustrates this point. Thus, the shift within
the NZFC from a producer orientation to a market orientation need not be equated with a
restriction in the range of films supported.

It may even encourage diversity in local

filmmaking.

This thesis has demonstrated the manner in which particular discourses, whether deliberately or
unconsciously used, affect the perceived results in an evaluation of film policy processes and
outcomes. It has evoked the crucial tension between public policy and cultural production that
characterises art and film funding discourses. The specificity of filmmaking as an artistic and
industrial activity is evident throughout this thesis, which helps to explain the film community’s
opposition to the use of generic policy goals in this sector. Policies involving state funds
generally require that principles of transparency, accountability, and planned outcomes be
upheld. Filmmaking, however, is an inherently unpredictable activity that involves risk-taking,
and demands that investors, such as agents of the NZFC, make subjective decisions to
determine which films are supported while allowing filmmakers the autonomy to produce their
work in accordance with their creative vision. Ideally, short filmmakers should be encouraged
to take risks and experiment in order to engage audiences and develop new techniques that can
be used in other forms of audiovisual production.

It is hard to prove this final point given the current paucity of research on short filmmaking.
There are ample opportunities for further scholarship in this regard. A more comprehensive
study of New Zealand short filmmaking might be able to demonstrate the techniques developed
in this sector that have then been used to enrich feature filmmaking and television production.
In terms of ‘talent development’, a study of short film alongside music videos, commercials,
television production and tertiary training would offer a fuller insight into the challenges and
opportunities in the screen production sector.19 While it is important to acknowledge the
essential role of the director and significance of his or her vision, research into the important
contributions of the producer, writer, and members of the cast and crew would provide a more
thorough understanding of the creative process of short filmmaking. A comparison between the
films in my sample and a selection of films receiving funding from other sources could confirm
or dispel some of my suspicions about the influence of NZFC policy discourse. Another
potential form of comparison would be amongst different sectors of cultural production in this

19
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country, to consider similarities in the effects of cultural policy discourse on areas such as
dance, music, painting or theatre. An international study of short films could provide a broader
perspective on the significance of NZFC support and better highlight the similarities and
differences between short filmmaking in New Zealand and in other countries. The various
studies of New Zealand cinema and international short filmmaking that have emerged from
industry, academic and government sources in recent years offer potential for a greater
understanding of the international political economy of short film.

While this thesis has not explored the relationship between film and television policy, it is clear
that the policies and practices of broadcasters and television funding bodies have a significant
impact on the opportunities available to both filmmakers and audiences interested in New
Zealand films of all varieties.

Factors outside the control of these agencies, such as

developments in digital technologies and global communication flows, also offer new
opportunities and challenges for cinematic storytellers. Policy makers and analysts should be
aware of the fragmentation of audiences and development of niche markets for audiovisual
goods. Any future study of short filmmaking should take into account the changing
circumstances of cultural production and reception.20

Although this thesis has focused on one funding programme, it has taken care to consider the
context within which it operates and its relationships with other funding mechanisms. There
are ongoing overlaps between the funds administered by NZ On Air, the NZFC and CNZ.
Faced with technological and economic convergence, it may become futile to differentiate
between the format on which films are shot or the platform for which they are destined,
obfuscating the boundaries between traditional film, television and communications policies. I
am not advocating, due to convergence, for all state funding for non-feature length projects to
be subsumed under the umbrella of one agency. The greatest advantage of the ‘many doors’
offered by New Zealand short film policy is the support available, within the constraints set by
the NZFC and CNZ, for a variety of projects and range of filmmakers to benefit from the
schemes in sometimes quite different ways. Admittedly, this thesis suggests that a greater
plurality of filmmakers and diversity of texts could be supported by the EP Scheme.
Nonetheless, the support offered by the NZFC is uniquely valuable to filmmakers, especially in

20
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an environment where digital media offer greater opportunities for production, but distribution
in a saturated marketplace represents a significant challenge.

It is widely accepted that the post production funding, travel grants, and festival submissions
provided by the NZFC are worthwhile aspects of its support for short film.

The direct

involvement of the NZFC in the promotion and distribution of completed films is also in
accordance with common practices in the organisation of cultural industries.

As David

Hesmondhalgh points out, creative work tends to emerge from loosely controlled, autonomous
production companies, whereas at the stage of distribution and marketing, senior managers
within businesses or cultural bureaucracies often exert tight control over the circulation of
cultural artefacts.21 The NZFC Post Production Fund enables films selected for high profile
international festivals to reach an adequate quality to gain critical capital and represent New
Zealand filmmaking overseas, even if they do not meet the criteria set by EPs. This external
criterion of eligibility prevents any agent within or outside the NZFC acting as a gatekeeper and
allows a greater diversity of short films to represent New Zealand in international festivals.
However, it also implicitly enables foreign festival programmers to shape the canonisation of
New Zealand cinema.

This thesis has examined the manner in which policy discourse and funding practices impact on
professional short fiction filmmaking in New Zealand. It has suggested that a narrow focus on
measurable outcomes in public policy fails to demonstrate the wide benefits of short
filmmaking. The framing of short film as a ‘stepping stone’ or ‘calling card’ for feature
filmmaking results in texts that are more conventional than experimental. This instrumental
focus does not prevent variety and quality within the short films funded by the NZFC, but it
does limit the public and political appreciation of these films, which can make an important
contribution to New Zealand national cinema and thus to the circulation of ideas and images
within the cultural public sphere.

21
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Appendix 1
Section A: Sources of short film funding (1998-1999)

Source: Screen Producers and Directors Association. "Survey of Screen Production in New
Zealand 1999." (Colmar Brunton Research, 1999).
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Section B: Sources of short film funding (2001-2003)

Source: Screen Production and Development Association. "Survey of Screen Production in
New Zealand 2004." (Colmar Brunton, 2004.)
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Appendix 2: Short film financing trends

Source: Screen Production and Development Association. "Survey of Screen Production in
New Zealand 2004." Colmar Brunton, 2004.

143

Appendix 3: Short film funding by CNZ and the NZFC (1997-2007)

1997
CNZ spend on SIPF1
NZFC spend on SIPF and Short Film Fund

Proportion of
Sum
total expenditure
$200,000
0.8%
$1,313,741
10.5%

2007
CNZ spend on SIPF2
NZFC spend on SIPF and Short Film Fund

Proportion of
Sum
total expenditure
$300,000
1%
$1,415,128
10.7%

1

Bevin Yeatman, "Policy and Practice: Funding and strategies for short film in New Zealand 1994-1998"
(Waikato University, 1998), 235.
2
CNZ also supports audiovisual production and exhibition by offering grants for one-off projects, community
projects, festivals, and organisations such as the Moving Image Centre. For instance, CNZ granted $240,000 to the
Moving Image Centre for 2006 and 2007, and $6000 to moving image projects (excluding SIPF grants) in 2007.
Arts Council of New Zealand Toi Aotearoa, "Annual Report 2007 - 2008," 18. One CNZ document reports that
the SIPF represented 2% of its expenditure in 2005-2006, however, this figure probably includes the NZFC
contribution to the fund. Creative New Zealand, "The Funding Guide," (2008), 2.
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Appendix 4: SIPF biannual funding rounds (1999-2005)
Funding
Number of
round
applications
May 1999
57
May 2000
89
October 2000
89
June 2001
63
October 2001
110
June 2002
81
November 2002
133
June 2003
103
November 2003
90
July 2004
95
November 2004
106
November 2005
97

Value of
applications (NZD)
994,700
1.38m
1.45m
1m
1.78m
1.27m
2.3m
1.6m
1.41m
1.52m
1.7m
1.5m

Number of
grants
18
19
14
16
16
19
19
16
16
18
20
21

Total value of
grants (NZD)
263,678
248,618
247,280
230,055
235,903
249,066
233,000
248,943
231,434
258,680
270,096
270,259

Source: Creative New Zealand press releases.
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Appendix 5: NZFC Short Film Fund Executive Producers (1997-2007)
Year
1997/98

EP Company
MAP Film Productions

EP Names
Stuart McKenzie
Neil Pardington
Miranda Harcourt

BPS

THE

Riwia Brown
Kara Paewai
Dorthe Scheffman
Bruce Morrison
William Grieve
Bruce Sheridan
Stuart McKenzie
Neil Pardington
Miranda Harcourt
Riwia Brown
Kara Paewai
Dorthe Scheffman
Trevor Haysom

THE

Trevor Haysom

C&B

Carey Carter
Michael Bennett

Frame Up Films

Rachel Jean
Owen Hughes

Frame Up Films

Rachel Jean
Owen Hughes

Swad Saunders

Leanne Saunders
Paul Swadel

Big House

Mike Smith
John Gilbert

Swad Saunders

Leanne Saunders
Paul Swadel

Big House

Mike Smith
John Gilbert

Godzone

Liz Difiore
Peter Salmon

Godzone

Liz Difiore
Peter Salmon

Morrison Grieve Ltd

1998/99

MAP Film Productions

BPS

1999/00

2000/01

2001/02

2002/03

Funded Projects
A Funeral (1998)
Accidents (1998)
Several Ways Of Getting Around (1998)
Thinking About Sleep (1998)
Group Therapy (1998)
Letters About The Weather (1998)
Measureless To Man (Never Produced)
Infection (1998)
Ouch (1998)
Willy Nilly (1998)
A Quiet Night (1999)
Grace (1999)
Home Kill (2000)
Cow (2001)
Little Samurai (1998)
Still Life (Ex Luv) (2001)
Donuts For Breakfast (1999)
Te Po Uriuri (2001)
The Waiting Room (1999)
Pikowae (2003)
Rock (2000)
Te Ao Kapurangi (2000)
13 Days Out (2000)
Needles And Glass (2000)
The Platform (2001)
Camping With Camus (2000)
Falling Sparrows (2000)
Trust Me (2000)
Honey (2001)
The Hill (2001)
Trespass Aka El Lago (2002)
Watermark (2001)
Beautiful (2001)
Junk (2001)
The French Doors (2001)
Grass (2004)
Redial Aka Badinage (2001)
Tick (2001)
No Ordinary Sun (2004)
Ride Aka The Bach (2004)
Water (2003)
A Fish Tale (2001)
Delores (2002)
Turangawaewae (2003)
Hatto (Not Delivered)
From Where I’m Standing (2002)
The Freezer (2002)
Closer (2004)
Kerosene Creek Aka Tangi (2004)
Picnic Stops (2004)

Continued on next page
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2002/03

2003/04

2004/05

Little Jab Pictures

Karl Zohrab
Angela Littlejohn

Pickpocket Films

Vanessa Alexander

Little Jab Pictures

Karl Zohrab
Angela Littlejohn

Pickpocket Films

Vanessa Alexander

Method Films

Matthew Metcalfe
Jesse Warn

Whenua Films/
Aio Films Ltd

Ainsley Gardiner
Cliff Curtis

Short Intercept

Nik Beachman
Andrew Bancroft
Hone Kouka
Catherine Fitzgerald

Blueskin Films

2005/06

Whenua Films

Ainsley Gardiner
Cliff Curtis

Short Intercept

Nik Beachman
Andrew Bancroft
Hone Kouka
Catherine Fitzgerald

Blueskin Films

2006/07

Nomadz Unlimited Ltd

Shuchi Kothari
Sarina Pearson

Reservoir Films Ltd

Matthew Horrocks

Shorts Conbrio

Christina Milligan
Rawiri Paratene
Roger Grant

Cockle (2004)
The Little Things (2004)
Together Aka Catch (2004)
His Father’s Shoes (2004)
Tiga E Le Iloa (2004)
Two Cars, One Night (2003)
Changing Of The Guards (2005)
Tama Tu Aka Boys In A Hole (2004)
Truant (2005)
Fish Out Of Water (2005)
Karma (2005)
The Man Who Couldn’t Dance (2004)
Auld Lang Syne (2004)
Nothing Special (2004)
Rest Stop (2004)
One Moment Please (not produced)
Hawaikii (2006)
The Speaker (2006)
Fog (2006)
Nature’s Way (2006)
We The Living (2006)
The Word (2006)
A Very Nice Honeymoon (2006)
Dead Letters (2006)
Coffee And Allah (2007)
Taua (2007)
Shadow Over The Sun (2006)
Run (2007)
The Graffiti Of Mr Tupaia (2008)
The Off-Season (in post production)
Journey To Ihipa (2008)
The Lethal Innocents (2006)
The King Boys (2006)
Take 3 (2008)
Patu Ihu (2008)
Bridge (2008)
Choice Night (In pre production)
Noise Control (2008)
The Road Out Of Town (2008)
Aphrodite's Farm (2008)
This Is Her (2008)
Undergrowth (2009)
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Appendix 6: Sample of 16 short films funded by the NZFC EP Scheme (1997-2007)
Funding Year
EP
year delivered
1997/98
1999 MORRISON
GRIEVE
1998/99
2001 THE

Title

Director

James
Cunningham
Te Po Uriuri/The Toby Mills
Enveloping Night
Brian Challis
Rock
Virginia Pitts
Trust Me

Writer

Genre

Beautiful

Animation/Action/
Sci-Fi
Norman Elder, Toby Drama/Historical
Mills
Matthew Stokoe
Laina Cheung
Drama
Virginia Pitts, Jane James Wallace, Tony Drama/Coming of
Warren
Kovacs
Age/Horror
Adam Stevens Adam Stevens
Mark Foster
Comedy/Satire

Grass

Simon Otto

Susan Chambers

Lala Rolls

Catherine Fitzgerald Drama/War
Linda Keown
Drama/Black
Comedy
Ian Gibbons
Drama/Coming of
Age
Ainsley Gardiner,
Comedy
Catherine Fitzgerald
Natalie Crane
Comedy

Infection

1999/00
1999/00

2003
2000

2000/01

2001

2000/01

2004

THE
FRAME UP
FILMS
SWAD
SAUNDERS
BIG HOUSE

2001/02
2001/02

2003
2002

BIG HOUSE
GODZONE

Turangawaewae
The Freezer

2002/03

2004

LITTLEJAB

Cockle

2002/03

2003

2003/04

2005

2003/04

2004

Two Cars, One
Night
Fish Out of
Water
Nothing Special

2004/05

2006

2004/05

2006

2005/06

2007

2006/07

2008

PICKPOCKET
FILMS
PICKPOCKET
FILMS
METHOD
FILMS
SHORT
INTERCEPT
BLUESKIN
FILMS
WHENUA
FILMS
SHORTS
CONBRIO

James
Cunningham
Toby Mills

Producer

Simon Otto, Brent
Chambers,
Raymond McGrath
Peter Burger Wiremu Grace
Paolo Rotondo Neil Campbel,
Paolo Rotondo
Brendan
Brendan Donovan
Donovan
Taika Waititi Taika Waititi

Stephanie
Rountree
Helena Brooks Helena Brooks,
Jaquie Brown
Jane Shearer Jane Shearer,
Nature’s Way
Steve Ayson
Jeff and Phill Jeff and Phill
A Very Nice
Simmonds
Simmonds
Honeymoon
Rachel Douglas
Shadow Over The Rachel
Douglas
Sun
Katie Wolfe Kate McDermott
This Is Her

Paul Swadel

Animation/Comedy

Framing
device
Journey

Duration

Budget
(NZD)
9 minutes
55,910

Journey

14 minutes

75,000

Journey
15 minutes
Ritual
9.5 minutes
occasion
Satire/Black 12 minutes
comedy
Morality
7 minutes
tale/ Fable

65,000
66,500
70,000
70,000

Journey
Journey

13 minutes
11 minutes

96,000*
69,333

Journey

10 minutes

70,000

Ritual
occasion
Morality
tale/ Fable
Black
Comedy
Journey

11 minutes

70,000

9 minutes

70,000

Steve Sachs, Helena Black Comedy
Brooks
Leanne Saunders
Horror/Fantasy/
Drama
Jeff and Phill
Animation/Romance/ Docudrama
Simmonds
Documentary
Michelle Turner
Drama/Historical
Journey

10 minutes 102,150*

Felicity Letcher,
Rachel Lorimer

Black Comedy

Titles in italics were selected for ‘A’ list festivals

Black
Comedy

11 minutes

100,000

10 minutes

100,000

8 minutes

90,000

12 minutes

100,000

* Includes post production grant
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Appendix 7: Interview Participants
Vanessa Alexander: Board member (NZFC, 2006-2009); Executive Producer for the NZFC
Short Film Fund (Pickpocket Films, 2002-2004). Interview, Auckland, 23 March 2009.
Catherine Fitzgerald: Executive Producer for the NZFC Short Film Fund (Blueskin Films,
2004-2006); Director, Creative and Industry Development, then Policy and Planning
(NZFC, 1995-2000); Chair of the Short Film Fund (NZFC, 1991-1995). Interview,
Auckland, 10 March 2009. Email correspondence 23-24 February, 12 March and 16 June
2009.
Sandy Gildea: Events & Policy (SPADA); Short Film Marketing and Sales, then Short Film
Manager (NZFC, 2001-2004). Telephone interview, 12 March 2009. Email
correspondence 10 June and 23 June 2009.
Christina Milligan: Executive Producer for the NZFC Short Film Fund (Shorts Conbrio,
2006-2008); Short Film Fund Committee (NZFC, 1993-1997). Interview, Auckland, 24
March 2009. Email correspondence, 10 June 2009.
Juliette Veber: Short Film Sales and Marketing (NZFC, since 2006). Email interview, 5 May
2009.
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