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1. Background 
 
The number of feature films released in Australia has remained reasonably 
static for a generation. The average number of feature films released in 
Australia in the decade of the 1980s was 30, falling to 27 in the decade of 
the 1990s, before rising back to 30 in the 2000s. So far the average for the 
current decade is 25. 
 

 
 
This lack of growth over time has a number of effects. It obviously imposes 
limits on:   

• the size of the industry  
• the number of people employed 
• the opportunities for new talent 
• practitioners’ capacity to practice craft and thereby improve 

quality 
• the potential to increase market share   
• Australian culture more generally. 

 
The Australian theatrical market already has a whole series of limits. There 
are limits to: 

• the number of screens that will screen Australian films 
• the number of distributors actively distributing Australian films 
• the finance mechanisms including direct subsidy. 
• the amount of  Prints and Advertising (P&A) expenditure on 

Australian films. 
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These realities notwithstanding, a continuing acceptance of the status 
quo and a lack of ambition to grow the pie are unlikely to help the cause 
of Australian film. 
 
So, where is there potential for growth and what mechanisms are needed 
to support that potential? 
 
The majority of projects funded by a combination of Screen Australia and 
Producer Offset support are in the 3 to 10 million budget range. There is 
limited potential for growth in this medium budget area. The more likely 
sites for growth are at either ends of this spectrum – in the low budget 
area under 3 million and in the high budget area over 10 million.  
 
For high budget films over 10 million, significant finance needs to come 
from offshore sources. Films in this category need to be international in 
outlook with international casts and significant international distribution 
deals. 
 
Low budget films are more likely to be domestic in outlook with local casts 
and local distribution. Television and DVD / VOD are likely to be the more 
important revenue opportunities.  
 
2. Distribution and Exhibition 
 
Given the modest box office of Australian films, it can be argued that the 
market has limited appetite and that the 20 or so films released 
theatrically every year is enough. However, as outlined above, this 
guarantees zero growth.  
 
In fact Australian content in Australian cinemas is going backwards. In 
1984, 223 feature films were released into Australian cinemas, 25 of which 
were Australian. By 2012 the population had increased by 5 million, in 
excess of 400 cinema screens had been added, the number of films 
released had nearly doubled and cinema admissions were up by 66%.  In 
2012, 420 films were released, 27 of which were Australian. In 1984, 11% of 
the features shown in Australia were Australian and 28 years later, only 6% 
of the films are Australian. 1 
 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
1 http://www.screenaustralia.gov.au/research/statistics/wcfilmxcountry.aspx 
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Percentage Growth Comparison over 28 years based on Screen Australia data. 

 
Given that Australia’s films compete with only the best of imported films, a 
relatively high percentage of Australian made films achieve theatrical 
release.  Of the 222 Australian and co-production features made 
between 2000 and 2008, 164 (74 per cent) had been released in Australia 
by January 2010. This compares favourably with the UK, where 491 (48.6 
per cent) of 1,011 UK films certified between 2000 and 2006 had been 
theatrically released in the UK and the Republic of Ireland by 2 March 
2008, according to the UK Film Council Statistical Yearbook 2008. 
 
So how is it that the UK can make so many more feature films that don’t 
get released theatrically? One of the answers might be that exhibition 
formats other than theatrical have an appetite for the form. In the UK, 
broadcasters commission feature films which are sometimes released 
theatrically and sometime not.  Film4 is much more than the film 
commissioning arm of Channel 4, it is a brand that is associated with 
alternative independent films. In the UK experience the definition of a 
feature film is not restricted to its exhibition format. In Australia where our 
funding models are so tied to the need to secure a theatrical distribution 
guarantee, there is arguably not a clear distinction between the form of 
screen narrative that is a feature film and the format on which it is 
screened. 
 
Australians films are overwhelmingly viewed by Australians on formats 
other than theatrical. Of the 100 feature films released between 2007 and 
2009, 91% of the total audience of 101 million saw the films on video or 
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television, not at the cinema.2 While the cinema platform provides 
essential marketing amplifying the visibility of the film it is clear from the 
evidence that ancillary markets are no longer ancillary, they are the main 
markets for Australian films. 
 
The Producer Offset has been a welcome addition to the funding 
mechanism for Australian films and while it has had an impact on 
increasing budgets and production values it has had no impact on the 
number of films released.  The current funding model for the Producer 
Offset of 40% requires a theatrical distribution guarantee. Given the 
quality of the competing product from overseas and the evidence that 
Australians are consuming feature films by preference on formats other 
than the cinema, it is easy to see that the current settings have the 
unintended consequence of limiting production. 
 
It follows therefore that the settings need adjustment if any growth is to 
occur. One area of production that could be increased is low budget 
features. 
 
 
3. A Low Budget Feature scheme. 
 
Screen Producers Australia proposes the introduction of a registered low 
budget scheme. This proposal is an advanced discussion paper and any 
scheme will obviously require the agreement of the stakeholders 
concerned.  
 
The primary aim of the scheme is to create work that is additional to the 
status quo. It is designed to increase production levels and the number of 
opportunities for film makers and performers. The scheme is not designed 
to erode existing pay and conditions across the industry but ultimately 
designed to increase the overall health of the sector. 
 
The scheme has a number of aims: 
 

• To increase the number of Australian feature films produced each 
year. 

• To increase the development opportunities for the next generation 
of talent both behind and in front of the camera. 

• To increase the quality of low budget films through the use of 
professional actors and mentors behind the camera. 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
2 http://www.screenaustralia.gov.au/research/beyond_box_office.aspx 
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• To access what could be argued as under-utilised finance capacity 
in the Producer Offset. 

• To establish a new distribution and exhibition channel for Australian 
feature films. 

 
3.1 Stakeholder adjustments for low budget features 
 
The scheme will require adjustments to be made by all the stakeholders 
including: 
 

• Some reinvestment of fees for all contributors including producers. 
• Revision of recoupment positions for government investment. 
• Revising the guidelines for eligibility of the 40% Producer Offset. 

 
3.2 Registration for Reinvestment of Fees 
 
A joint review panel made up of representatives from the MEAA and 
Screen Producers Australia would assess applications for certification 
under the scheme. If the council approve the application the project 
would be registered and eligible for reinvestment of fees. Obviously all 
those involved would have to consent to such an arrangement. 
 
Producers would package their films in the usual way but reinvestment of 
fees could only be guaranteed by registration. Producers would be 
required to budget to Australian professional standards. All those re-
investing a portion of their fees would be entitled to recoup those fees in 
first position from any returns the film makes as well as entitlement to a 
percentage of net profits. 
 
Additionally performers, writers, and directors would receive a 
percentage, to be negotiated, of Distributor’s Gross Revenue in 
acknowledgement of the assignation of rights. If a film is successful, these 
rights holders will be rewarded for the risk they have taken in reinvesting 
fees. 
 
 
3.3 Revision of recoupment positions for government investment. 
 
The major focus of a low budget scheme should be to provide 
opportunities to develop future generations of film makers and performers. 
As such either the exclusion or the capping of Screen Australia funding 
should be discussed so as not to impact on the number of currently 
properly paid jobs for performers and crew. The aim of the scheme is to 
create additional opportunities.   
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State agencies often include in their broad remits, a commitment to 
support the next generation of film makers. However state agencies have 
limited funds and are currently hamstrung from spreading support further 
by adhering to Award minimums on projects that they support. A low 
budget scheme would allow state agencies more flexibility to provide 
career development opportunities for a greater number of film makers 
and performers. It is proposed that the scheme allows state agency 
funding. 
 
In return, state agencies would be asked to subordinate their recoupment 
position to the recoupment of invested fees by performers and crew. 
 
3.4 Eligibility for the 40% Producer Offset 
 
Since the threshold for eligibility was lowered to $500,000 few projects 
have taken advantage of this funding opportunity. It could be argued 
that there is under utilised funding capacity within the system for feature 
films that with some adjustment to settings could unlock additional funds. 
 
If the interpretation of the guidelines could be adjusted to include a bona 
fide attempt to theatrically distribute on a different scale, lower budget 
features might qualify. Examples of this could be a commission from one 
of the recognised capital city feature film festivals or the recognition of 
different specialist venues such as ACMI in Melbourne, the NFSA in 
Canberra, the Golden Age in Sydney, and GOMA in Brisbane as 
qualifying for a distribution deal. A more mainstream cinema release that 
had alternative sessions, perhaps excluding weekends, could also be 
contemplated. 
 
4. An Alternative Cinema Circuit 
 
Given the influence the major distributors have over session policies with 
exhibitors, getting screens in the major cinema complexes is a constant 
problem. There is little capacity in the contemporary cinema environment 
to build an audience platform as access to screens is so dependent on 
the performance of the first four days. It is perhaps time to consider the 
development of an alternative cinema circuit that could involve a mix of 
specialist venues and some mainstream cinemas. Ideally the circuit could 
be developed as a brand, not necessarily exclusively Australian, and 
supported by other international films and retrospectives. If the brand was 
carefully constructed, it might open up sources of finance from alternative 
sources like VOD providers, crowd funding, and broadcasters.  
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The traditional 14 week holdback from exploitation on other formats rarely 
helps Australian films as any currency they may have had with the 
publicity surrounding release has been eroded. Shorter windows or Day 
and Date releases might allow for more revenues. Developments in geo-
blocking now make it possible to combine protected areas where the film 
is being screened with other areas where the film can be available on  
VOD. 
 
Films such as Mrs. Carey’s Concert and The Tunnel have shown that 
audiences can be built and revenues generated for release strategies 
that are different to the conventional mainstream Thursday cinema 
release. 
 
With the demise of an art house circuit in Australia, and evidence that 
Australians are watching Australian films on formats other than at the 
theatre, our funding models need to adapt. A revised definition of 
acceptable distribution arrangements is needed if any growth is to occur 
in the sector at all.  
 
5. International Comparisons of Low Budget Schemes 
 
The details of comparative schemes in the UK, US, and Canada are 
attached. The following is a brief summary of each scheme: 
 
United Kingdom 
PACT and Actors Equity UK have negotiated an agreement for low 
budget features and very low budget features to ‘act as a positive 
incentive to the making of Films that qualify for UK tax credit for cinema 
release’.  
 
The agreement applies to films with budgets below 3 million pounds and 1 
million pounds respectively and provides for reductions in standard 
salaries of 50% and 75% along with a net profit share. Both parties have 
agreed on a registration system and only films approved by a review 
panel are eligible. This process ensures that projects are bona fide and 
protects the integrity of the scheme. 
 
Canada 
 
The CMPA have negotiated a low budget agreement with ACTRA 
whereby performers fees can be discounted on a sliding scale from 25% 
for budgets between $1.7 and $2.3 million up to 45% for budgets under 
$287,000 for feature films.  
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The Canadians have also negotiated a separate low budget scheme for 
television projects. Both schemes provide for back end residual 
participation for the actors. Like the UK, the scheme also has a registration 
system to ensure that projects are bona fide. 
 
USA 
 
There is no negotiated agreement between producers and unions in the 
US for low budget features. The Alliance of Motion Picture and Television 
Producers (AMPTP) which negotiates on behalf of producers does not 
negotiate low budget agreements, however the guilds have produced 
their own terms for low budget features.  
 
The Screen Actors Guild of America (SAG) has three classifications - low 
budget ($625,000-$2.5 million), modified low budget features (under 
$625,000), and ultra low budget features (under $200,000). Fees are 
discounted by 40% and 60% for the first two categories with the ultra low 
budget features paying $100 a day to all as a flat fee. Producers have to 
submit details to SAG for verification. 
 
The crew unions such as the International Alliance of Theatrical Stage 
Employees (IATSE) also have special low budget arrangements.   
 
 
6. Attachments 
 
A: Appendix FF “Low Budget British Films” from the CINEMA FILMS 
AGREEMENT 2010 between PACT and UK EQUITY. 
 
B: APPENDIX 18 from the INDEPENDENT PRODUCTION AGREEMENT 2013 
between the CMPA and ACTRA. 
 
C: “Low Budget Terms” from the SHOWBIZ LABOR GUIDE 2009/10, USA.
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7. Guidelines for discussion 
 
Detailed rules to be negotiated but the following are circulated for 
discussion:  
 

• A review panel made up of representatives from the MEAA and 
Screen Producers Australia would assess applications for 
certification under the scheme. 
 

• Producers would be required to prepare a complete professional 
budget containing no less than Screen Producers Australia / MEAA 
agreed AFFA minimum fees.  

 
• A minimum of 10% of the total budget must be apportioned to cast 

and crew.  
 

• It would be expected that both above the line and below the line 
personnel would agree to discount their fees. 

 
• Personnel agreeing to discounted fees would recoup their fees in 

first position.  
 

• Projects with Screen Australia equity funding would either be 
ineligible or capped. There would be no impediment to a registered 
completed film receiving marketing support from Screen Australia.  

 
• Producers would not be allowed to pre-sell all territories before 

completion of the film. 
 

• Co-productions under treaties with other countries would be 
ineligible. 

 
• Rights to exploit the film in all media and in all territories will be 

granted on signature provided that the rights holders receive a 
percentage of Distributor’s Gross Revenue to be negotiated. 

 
It is proposed that the scheme allows for 2 budget ranges: 
 
Low Budget Features 

• Total budget must be no more than $3 million Australian. 
• Screen Producers Australia /MEAA Agreement minimum wage must 

be budgeted for all cast and crew. 
• Wages discounted by 50%. 
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• Back end participation for discounted contractors – 5% of Net Profit 
distributed pro rata. 

• Producers cannot have more than 2 projects registered under the 
scheme. 

 
Very Low Budget Features 

• Total budget must be no more than $1.5 million Australian. 
• Screen Producers Australia /MEAA Agreement minimum wage must 

be budgeted for all cast and crew. 
• Wages discounted by 75%. 
• Back end participation for discounted contractors – 10% of Net 

Profit distributed pro rata. 
• Producers cannot have more than 1 project registered under the 

scheme. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 






























































