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Screen Australia welcomes the opportunity to comment on the Department of Broadband, Communications and the Digital Environment (DBCDE) Digital Economy Future Directions Consultation Paper.

Screen Australia is the Australian Federal Government agency responsible for supporting the development of a highly creative and commercially sustainable Australian screen production industry. It invests in the development, production and promotion of Australian programs; as well as supporting screen culture in Australia.

Screen Australia commenced operations on 1 July 2008, operating the programs of its three predecessor organisations: the Australian Film Commission, the Film Finance Corporation and Film Australia.  Following extensive industry consultation, new program guidelines for Screen Australia’s Development, Production Financing and Indigenous Programs took effect from 1 January 2009. A review of Screen Australia’s remaining programs, including those that support Marketing and Screen Culture Initiatives, is currently being undertaken.

The Digital Economy and Australian audiovisual content 

The development of Australia’s digital economy is closely bound to the growth of Australia’s screen industries and culture. Digital technology has revolutionised work practices and business models for the screen industry. 

Film and television production relies extensively on digital technology – digital video has made significant inroads on traditional film while film editing is almost exclusively a digital process. The development of digital effects and animation has unleashed the creative possibilities of film story telling, and also created a vibrant post, digital and visual effects industry in Australia. 

Digital technology has also transformed the way in which audiences view audiovisual material - from digital projection in cinemas, digital free-to-air and cable subscription television to viewing audiovisual material over the internet. These and many other emerging formats are outlined in Screen Australia’s 2008 report, Flexible Visions v2.0: A compendium of new and emerging audiovisual content delivery platforms and government intervention.  

The global adoption of digital technology has been rapid and relatively recent. The increase in Australian family household internet connections from only seven per cent in 1995 to ninety-one per cent in 2007 is one measure of this revolution
.  The increasing convergence of traditionally separate forms of media has also been facilitated by digital technology.  Half of young people recently surveyed by ACMA reported watching television shows, movies, cartoons or video clips via the internet, not just terrestrial free-to-air television.

Significant investment is required for the technological infrastructure that will underpin a vibrant digital economy. The Australian Government has recognised this need with its proposal to build a National Broadband Network. This infrastructure is critical to the continued development of Australia’s audiovisual industries and culture, and Australia’s digital economy.  

A reliable high speed broadband network is essential for the audiovisual sector to harness the advantages of the digital economy.  This submission cites several examples of digital technologies being used: to build and develop screen culture; broaden the distribution for Australian screen content; increase audiences for Australian content; and enhance the competitiveness and skills base of the Australian screen industry.

Screen Australia’s submission addresses the following issues identified in the Consultation Paper:

Open Access to Public Sector Information

Developing Australia’s knowledge and skills base

Ensuring Australia’s regulatory framework enables the digital economy

Measuring the digital economy and its impact

Open Access to Public Sector Information

Screen Australia supports increased public access to data, research and information gathered and developed by public sector agencies. 

Screen Australia already provides extensive public access to information gathered and produced through its Research and Information Unit. Screen Australia is the premier source of data and statistics on the Australian screen industry, using externally sourced data and data compiled internally. Screen Australia also conducts extensive research and statistical analysis.  Subject to confidentiality obligations in respect of certain material, the outputs of the Research and Statistics Unit are available to the public online. 

Using the audiovisual industry as an example, greater sharing of industry information among stakeholders can facilitate greater innovation. For example, strategies for developing the Australian screen industry can only be developed with a thorough understanding of the industry itself. Comprehensive analysis of the industry allows for thorough analysis of the industry’s performance relative to international examples and the past. Government departments and ministerial offices, industry bodies have relied extensively on Screen Australia data and analysis, in formulating policy, including: the Screen Producers Association of Australia (SPAA), the Australian Writers’ Guild and the Media Entertainment and Arts Alliance, the Australian Children’s Television Foundation and the Australian Communications and Media Authority.

Screen Australia supports the development of an Australian Government policy for open access to Public Sector Information. However, Screen Australia stresses that audiovisual content produced with the financial support of the government should be specifically excluded from the definition of Public Sector Information. Such content is fundamentally different from the data and statistics published by Screen Australia and other public sector agencies. Although it does not appear to be the intention of the Consultation Paper to suggest that such content be included in an open access scheme, Screen Australia wishes to explicitly draw attention to this issue, as providing open access to audiovisual content would compromise the commercial interests of the creators and producers of this material. Screen Australia supports the positions advanced by SPAA, Screenrights and the Australian Federation Against Copyright Theft (AFACT) in this regard.

Developing Australia’s knowledge and skills base

It is essential that Australia’s knowledge and skills base are developed to take advantage of developments in digital media and communications.

Innovation Program

Screen Australia is committed to developing the skills and expertise of screen practitioners in new and emerging digital technologies. Screen Australia’s Innovation Program will support projects that are cutting edge and visionary, exploring new platforms and methodologies. The program’s aim is to grow the skills, audience, and economic viability of the screen production sector, by backing striking examples of innovative screen-based media.

The Innovation Program also addresses the fact that there are currently very limited avenues in Australia for Government support of innovative digital content creation.

Screen Culture

Regional Digital Screen Network (RDSN)

Screen Australia’s RDSN is a trial network of eight digitally equipped cinemas located across regional Australia. The RDSN was first conceived in 2005 to test digital cinema delivery in an Australian context. In cinema, the impact of new technology has a range of benefits other than simply cost and speed of delivery.

With the adoption of digital technology in film distribution, the trial aimed to promote Australian programs more widely across the community and increase access to regional communities to a broader range of films, particularly new release Australian feature films. In the process of developing audiences for Australian programs, the RDSN also explored the cost benefits of digital technology in increasing access to audiences and exploring new business models and opportunities for distribution and exhibition. 

Over its 18 month trial a core audience developed in each of the markets, building on the colour and glamour of the first RDSN event, Sony Tropfest in February 2007. Over the first year of operational activity audiences grew an impressive 56%. Audiences have been developed in each of the markets through the opportunity to see many more Australian films than would have been available and much closer to the metro release dates.
The RDSN demonstrates the potential for connecting regional Australians, when investment in digital technology and infrastructure is combined with contemporary Australian content and distribution and marketing support. 

However, the market has moved quickly over the last eighteen months, despite a previous ten years of intermittent progression. Technology development is no longer an issue, and in light of the market’s adoption of e-cinema, Screen Australia has taken the RDSN trial to an appropriate conclusion. Nevertheless, the cost of conversion still remains a hurdle for regional venues. Other arms of Government that foster digital initiatives may consider this and also the great benefit of broader forms of distribution support so that distributors and venues have an incentive to present Australia work.

Ensuring Australia’s regulatory framework enables the digital economy

Intellectual property and the digital economy
With the pace of technological change of the digital economy, it is a challenge to formulate a regulatory framework that encourages innovation, but not at the expense of copyright owners or consumers.

Screen Australia believes that the Government must maintain strong protections for copyright owners to discourage the unauthorised reproduction of copyright material. Such laws must also be fair and reasonable, clear and easily understood by consumers. Screen Australia supports laws that enable consumers to make fair and reasonable use of copyright material, as legitimate consumers are the economic drivers of the audiovisual industry. The ‘format shifting’ provisions of the 2006 amendments to the Copyright Act are a recent example.

Screen Australia concurs there is value in developing social networking and video sharing sites on the basis that they are potential ‘new content distribution’ platforms for licenced content,’
 as well as providing opportunities for political discourse and community exchange. 

Australian Content Regulation and the Digital Economy
Australian Governments have long recognised the importance of ensuring adequate levels of Australian content on Australian screens. The introduction of television content quotas in the 1960s was the foundation of the vibrant Australian content that is broadcast today. This strategy encompasses indirect tax incentives, direct financial investment and grants, as well as content quotas or minimum expenditure requirements applicable to free-to-air terrestrial broadcast television and subscription television services.

The importance of content regulation to the development of the screen production industry cannot be overstated. The strengthening of these regulations over time has not only created the opportunities for production, the development of skills and the support of infrastructure, but it also created a growing and increasingly strong domestic television market and a strong audience appetite for Australian programs. 

Screen Australia acknowledges that the rapid expansion in audiovisual services on the market gives rise to uncertainty as to what regulations may be required in the future. In the current online environment, no licences are required to distribute material. The volume of material distributed over the internet is potentially limitless. It is unclear how regulation should apply to the new methods of distribution (Video on Demand, bit torrent, streaming video), and the distributors (user generated content, online arms of existing media entities). Nevertheless it is essential that the government monitor the development of the industry.

With increasing levels of audiovisual material being distributed online it is critical that Australian content be available in this sphere. The development of national identity and culture is one of the objectives of Australia’s broadcasting legislation.  The commitment to Australian content should extend to audiovisual content in the online digital economy. 
ACMA’s current responsibilities include regulating online content to prohibit certain material and promote internet safety issues. ACMA’s responsibilities could be broadened to take into account the monitoring of levels of Australian content, with the cooperation of Internet Service Providers.
The US Australia Free Trade Agreement specifically allows for regulation of new media outlets if it is determined by the Australian Government that Australian material is not readily available on ‘interactive audio and/or video services’. 

Screen Australia is concerned that Australian creators have the opportunity for expression in the digital domain.  Government can play a crucial role in ensuring the presence of Australian voices in the event that the market alone does not provide this.

Piracy and the Digital Economy

A significant amount of audiovisual content is currently distributed via the internet in circumstances that are less than ideal. The unauthorised reproduction of copyright material through peer-to-peer networks is a significant problem for the audiovisual industry. Combating piracy is a complex issue that requires the co-ordinated approach of copyright law, law enforcement and education as well as more innovative business models and distribution strategies from publishers of material to make legitimate purchases attractive to consumers. 

Screen Australia supports a proactive approach by government to the problem of piracy. Already in fierce competition for audiences with US and other foreign content, the commercial damage sustained by Australian producers through piracy and file sharing reduces their ability to create more Australian content.

Screen Australia supports AFACT’s proposal for the government to convene a forum involving ISPs and IP industry representatives to identify and implement practical strategies to combat piracy. This may support approaches such as the ‘graduated response’ first introduced in France and advocated by AFACTs. Screen Australia supports a collaborative approach that engages with all sectors of the industry to develop workable solutions for countering piracy.

The outstanding success of Apple’s iTunes store in selling music demonstrates that consumers are willing to pay for digitally delivered content despite the ready availability of pirated material. In the US, Canada and UK, the iTunes movie store (launched in June 2008) already achieves greater than 50,000 movie downloads a day. Although this is currently dwarfed by the 11.9m DVDs and high definition discs rented or purchased each day and the 6.4 million songs per day purchased from iTunes in the same territories,
 the legitimate market for digital downloads is still at an early stage and has the potential to grow. 

Opportunities for the legal distribution of audiovisual material in Australia have only recently emerged. Telstra has operated its Bigpond movie download site since February 2006 and Apple launched its iTunes movie store as recently as August 2008. The ABC has also had considerable success with its iView catchup service, which allows viewers to watch, via the internet, material that has been previously broadcast. Launched in July 2008, iView received  3.2 million page views in its first six months.

Increases in the level of online distribution will not necessarily result in diminishing audiences for the theatrical exhibition of feature films.  Just as similar fears, expressed with the advent of television, video and then DVDs, have not been realised, new media forms have the potential to increase distribution opportunities for publishers of copyright material rather than merely replacing old models.  In the US, the industry is already experimenting with changing the accepted release patterns for feature films. In February 2009 several Hollywood Studios announced the simultaneous release of several titles on DVD and on demand.
 While this does not yet represent the industry norm, it reveals a willingness to experiment with new and alternative distribution channels and respond to consumer demands in media consumption.

Measuring the digital economy and its impact

Screen Australia supports the Government’s commitment to a ‘strong evidentiary base…[as]… a critical aid in guiding digital economy investments and initiatives of governments and the private sector’.

Screen Australia’s Research and Information Unit maintains comprehensive data and analysis on the Australian screen industry.  Screen Australia and the audiovisual industry rely extensively on the Service Industry Surveys undertaken by the Australian Bureau of Statistics.  These surveys provide the only comprehensive data on the overall performance of the audio-visual industry and are a crucial source of key business indicators such as income, expenditure, profit margin and employment as well as production and post-production activity. Without the survey, both industry and Government would be without key indicators essential to understanding the health of the industry.

Significant changes in the Australian industry occurred between the 2002/03 and 2006/07 surveys. The introduction of the government’s new support package in 2007, as well as rapidly changes in technology and global economic factors will all undoubtedly impact significantly on the industry.  Benchmarking is particularly important at a time of significant change in government support to the sector, as well as major technological developments in the production and consumption of audiovisual content.  Screen Australia believes that ideally, the survey should be run every two years.

The ABS’ Industries Survey program is currently under review. Screen Australia has been a major supporter of the surveys and contributed significant data assistance and advice. It can continue to provide this support in the future, but due to its declining appropriation, Screen Australia is not in a position to provide the funding being sought by the ABS for undertaking further industry surveys.
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