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The first six years
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Introduction

In an era of instant digital communication, film has become one of the most potent means by which nations and societies project their values and identities. Moving image technologies have become pervasive in our lives. They are big business. More than that, an ability to understand and use them has become as essential for citizens of the 21st century as literacy was in the 19th and 20th. The pace, scale and consequences of this change are momentous. Established in 2000, the UK Film Council was charged with building a more successful and sustainable British film industry and with promoting a dynamic film culture. It has sought to create practical synergies between these two agendas, one commercial, the other cultural, and to realise the full public value of film as a medium for the transmission of identity, values and learning – as well as entertainment – in the digital age.

Summary

· The UK Film Council’s first strategic plan (2001-04) moved public funding away from passive support for film production and towards an active engagement with underlying structural weaknesses in the industry which the market was failing to address.

· A second stage plan (2004-07) sought to make British films more competitive at home and abroad, with a focus on better distribution and a more active engagement of the audience.

· Working in partnership with a wide range of organisations and agencies, the UK Film Council has begun to shape a virtuous circle of a dynamic film industry feeding and being fed by a more dynamic film culture.

· Lottery funds have contributed to a slate of quintessentially British films which have achieved commercial and critical success.

· The UK Film Council has sought to build a more competitive, sustainable, skills-based industry by developing strong relationships with a number of government departments; targeting funds for development, production, distribution and exhibition; promoting a more culturally diverse workforce; establishing a strong presence in the nations and regions; and creating a respected research and statistics base.

· The UK Film Council has sought to stimulate greater choice for audiences by rolling out a UK-wide Digital Screen Network; by developing facilities for cinema-goers with visual and aural disabilities; by promoting film clubs; and by encouraging broadcasters to give greater prominence to film.

· The UK Film Council has sought to encourage opportunities for learning by helping re-focus the educational and archival roles of the British Film Institute (bfi); by establishing the First Light scheme for young digital filmmakers; and by taking a lead in the promotion of media literacy.

· The UK Film Council has sought to promote the UK and UK cinema in the wider world by modernising Britain’s international co-production agreements, especially within Europe; by establishing a UK Film Office in Los Angeles; and by raising the profile of the London and other UK film festivals.

Chronology

When it established the UK Film Council in 2000, the Government set out its two central tasks as being:
· to build a more successful and more sustainable film industry;

· to promote film culture by giving more audiences better access to a wider range of films, and more filmmakers better opportunities to make films.

Behind these specifics lay a broadly based ambition on the part of Government to see a coherent public policy framework which, in the words of a Treasury consultation document, would “recognise the important role that the British film industry plays in the representation and expression of British culture and national identity.” 
The UK Film Council has understood its role as being to develop that coherence of public policy and public funding, in a way which not only creates synergies between culture and commerce but helps realise the full public value of film as a medium for the transmission of identity, values, understanding and learning – as well as entertainment – in the digital age.

This strategy is unfolding in the context of astonishingly rapid changes in both the production and consumption of moving images, illustrated by the prediction that legal movie downloads to iTunes and iPod platforms are likely to grow from a negligible 10,000 in 2005 to 50,000,000 in 2010, with a value of £200 million. New digital technologies, offering consumers on-demand services, pose an unprecedented challenge to the dynamics of conventional film distribution and exhibition, much greater than the threat posed by the growth of television in the 1950s and 60s. 
With its first strategic plan (2001-2004), the UK Film Council sought to address some of the deeply embedded strategic weaknesses of the British film industry. It had inherited a random patchwork of publicly funded initiatives intended to support film, including Lottery funds which flowed into production support but with little obvious strategic purpose. A major re-organisation of industry training was initiated; funds were established for the development of writing and other creative skills; and a coherent regional structure of support for filmmakers and audiences was put in place. A fundamental review of the bfi was initiated. An international strategy, with a particular focus on European collaboration, began to be mapped out and implemented. And with the establishment of initiatives such as First Light, which enabled thousands of young people to learn digital filmmaking skills of their own, an imaginative move was made towards recognising and exploiting the transforming power of digital technologies. 

In essence, this first phase moved public funding away from passive production support and toward an active engagement with underlying issues which the market was failing to address – poor scripts, patchy training provision, a lack of any systematic regional development, a similar lack of international perspective, and a failure to nurture a popular and relevant film culture. 

A second stage strategic plan (2004-2007) aimed to make British films more competitive, at home and in the global market. New tax incentives for producers were crafted with the Treasury, thanks in part to the more sophisticated market intelligence which the UK Film Council could bring to the discussion. But the main thrust of activity was towards better distribution, rather than simply more support for more production. Wider distribution of a more diverse range of films clearly depended on an audience that wanted to see such films, and an ability to distribute them in a cost effective way. And so a targeted Print & Advertising Fund was established to give added public profile to what might otherwise remain minority-interest films. The roll-out of a 240-screen UK-wide Digital Screen Network, a rapid expansion of community-based film societies (which have increased by 20% since 2000 and now number some 300), a broadly based media literacy strategy supported by broadcasters and educationalists, an expansion of the already successful First Light programme and an increase in public information and education around the issue of piracy were all designed to stimulate a more engaged and informed appetite for film. A determined effort was begun to promote long-term cultural diversity in an industry workforce which still fails to reflect the ethnic and cultural richness of present-day British society. And there has been further commitment to re-focus the role of the bfi as a centre of excellence for film education and as the custodian of the greatest film archive in the world. 

With this evolving strategy the UK Film Council has begun to demonstrate how public policy can contribute to a dynamic industry and to a dynamic and popular film culture – each feeding the other and both enhancing the way Britain and British people see themselves and their future in the global community. In the process, a number of ‘world firsts’ have emerged: the Digital Screen Network; the over-arching skills training strategy co-created with Skillset; the Charter for Media Literacy (now proposed as a template for a European Charter); and First Light, the digital film-fund for children and young people which, by 2006, already had 700 films and a number of budding careers to its credit. 
Significantly, each of these ground-breaking initiatives has been built in partnership with other organisations, as have the three National and nine Regional Screen Agencies. Now established as valued partners in cultural and creative industry strategies, these Agencies have been able to raise their game by leveraging significant financial support from non-UK Film Council sources – £12 million plus in 2005-6.

A statistical and research base has been created as an asset for the development of future strategy. Robust working relationships have been established, not only with the DCMS as the UK Film Council’s sponsoring department in Government, but with a number of government departments and a range of other agencies including the European Commission, Regional Development Agencies (RDAs), other Lottery distributors, public service broadcasters, Arts Council England, the RNIB, the RNID and Visit Britain (to build on the remarkable fact that one in five overseas visitors to the UK now cite British films as one of the reasons for their visit). 
Finally, with continuing – but better focused – support for production, the UK Film Council has been central to the success of many quintessentially British films, from Bend it like Beckham to Gosford Park, Bride and Prejudice to Vera Drake. Lottery funded films have been seen by about 34 million people in the UK, and have earned more than £400 million world-wide – making this probably the most widely enjoyed and cost-effective return that Lottery punters see from their weekly contribution to the ‘good causes’. Nor has this production support for small-scale British films been at the expense of efforts to enhance the UK’s position as a production centre for major internationally financed movies – the Harry Potters and James Bonds. A leading British filmmaker was quoted in the Guardian at the end of February 2006 as saying, “We’ve always had boom-and-bust cycles in British film. But the industry is hitting a level of success now that merits investment. If current funding levels continue, we will have a film industry that is genuinely sustainable.”

The productive partnership between the UK Film Council and the Government during the last six years has helped move public policy for film from a relatively crude system of hand-outs for film producers to a much more sophisticated approach in which support for production, vital though it continues to be, can be located in the context of a broader overview of the industry as a whole, and popular film culture. This systematic development of inter-locking and mutually supportive policy and funding initiatives has brought clear benefits – economic, social and cultural – to Britain and to individual communities up and down Britain, and offers a solid platform for the evolution of future strategy. In a word, the UK Film Council has delivered practical, measurable public value. In identifying key goals for the next phase of its activity, it is useful to look at some of these achievements, and the thinking behind them, in greater detail.

Developing a competitive and sustainable film industry, built on creativity and skills

One of the most important outcomes of the positive relationship between the UK Film Council and Government has been the development of a more film-friendly international profile for Britain, based on intelligent fiscal incentives and the most comprehensive skills strategy of any film industry in Europe, and possibly the world. This has contributed to the UK being able to consolidate its position as the second most important centre of international film production – a remarkable achievement for a country with a high-skill, high-wage economy.

It has not been a particularly easy ride. Between 2000 and 2003 inward investment in UK film production more than doubled, only to be followed by a dramatic downturn because of uncertainty over the continuation of UK tax-breaks, and then an anticipated upswing with the announcement of new tax reliefs both for low budget and high budget films coming into play in April 2006. 
The UK Film Council has put in place a series of funds to give more focused and strategic support to film production; a Development Fund to broaden the quality and ambition of projects; a Premiere Fund aimed at British and European feature films with the capacity to attract worldwide audiences (Gosford Park and Vera Drake being two examples); and a New Cinema Fund to support creative innovation and new talent (for example, Touching the Void, Bullet Boy and the Oscar-winning short film Wasp). 
The UK Film Council has worked to increase inward investment (mainly from the United States) into the production sector, and has done so with considerable success. In the five years preceding the establishment of the UK Film Council, inward investment stood at £1.8 billion, while in the subsequent five years it grew to £3.3 billion. Support has been given to the establishment of a Production Guild of Great Britain and to the creation of UK Post, a trade body for the increasingly important post-production sector which, by early 2006, had 100 companies in membership.

In partnership with Skillset, the Sector Skills Council for the Audiovisual Industries, and by using a mix of grant-in-aid finance, Lottery funding and contributions generated by the industry itself through a production-related levy, a comprehensive training strategy has been created for training and skills development. Launched in 2004, this covers every area of the industry from script development to exhibition and every level within the industry from novice runner to experienced producer. Some 6,600 industry professionals have benefited to date. Six Screen Academies have been established and a Film Business Academy, offering the first film-related MBA. 
Following an industry-wide forum to discuss the promotion of a more diverse and inclusive workforce, the UK Film Council, again working with Skillset, won a £1.4 million bid under the European Commission’s EQUAL programme to create new pathways into the industry. An Equality Charter, signed by 17 film and moving image organisations, and a range of sponsorships and awards have given impetus to this ambition, long acknowledged but never adequately addressed. Although much remains to be done there now exists, for the first time in the history of the British film industry, a serious and systematic commitment to the creation of a workforce which genuinely represents the rich diversity of British society.

The UK Film Council has also delivered more systematic support for filmmakers in the nations and regions. An industry which has historically pulled the overwhelming mass of talent and activity to London has, inevitably, tended to discriminate against new talent elsewhere. By creating nine Regional Screen Agencies and supporting the establishment of free-standing national agencies in Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland, practical support has been provided for emerging and established talent in communities across the UK. This has opened up new opportunities for talented individuals taking their first steps in the film industry and created a supportive environment for those who wish to remain rooted in their regions, rather than feeling compelled to move to London as the prerequisite of success. 
A Research and Statistics Unit has been established to provide a solid basis of evidence to inform policy development and monitor policy implementation. A Statistical Yearbook is published for the benefit of industry, Government and the wider research community. 
With both Lottery and exchequer funding, 115 feature films have been supported, as have 300 short films and 396 script development projects. An estimated 34 million people have seen these films in British cinemas. 58 feature films have enjoyed distribution support. £45 million from the National Lottery has been invested in productions, resulting in worldwide revenues of £410 million.

Finally, strong support has been given to fighting the menace of piracy. The Film Council’s publication Film theft in the UK made 30 recommendations for action by Government and industry. 

Stimulating greater choice for audiences

In 2000, changing the film culture of the UK seemed a more amorphous and indefinable task than that of building a more successful industry. But it is in this cultural arena that some of the UK Film Council’s most remarkable successes have occurred. In the process, it has found itself at the forefront of an emerging consensus on the importance of measurable public value as a crucial litmus test for public policy. 
The Digital Screen Network, the first of its kind in the world, is installing digital projection equipment in more than 200 cinemas up and down the UK, allowing them to screen a vastly expanded range of content. As sponsor of the project, and with the active support of the cinemas involved, the UK Film Council has the right to play an active role in scheduling feature presentations and is already demonstrating that wider audiences can be won for what have traditionally been pigeon-holed as minority interest films – and at a lower cost than would be incurred by the manufacture and distribution of multiple prints of celluloid film. This initiative radically alters the commercial practicality of allowing audiences to enjoy a greater range of contemporary and archive film from Britain and around the world. It also pioneers an innovative approach from which commercial distributors and exhibitors will be able to learn. 
Two linked initiatives have used digital technology for the benefit of cinema-goers. A Cinema Access Fund has, to date, equipped 78 cinemas with state of the art technology, giving people with hearing and sight disabilities a richer experience when they go to the movies. A supporting website – www.yourlocalocinema.com – provides information about the services on offer, so that beneficiaries of the scheme know what to expect when they arrive at the cinema, helping to make their evening more of a pleasure and less of an ordeal. 

The second related initiative has supported the development of film societies. Their primary function is to give people in isolated, mainly rural, communities a chance to see current film releases and enjoy classic films which have been rarely seen outside a handful of major urban centres. It enables those communities to feel connected to the entertainment which many urban Britons take for granted and, by virtue of its nature as a club concept, has helped to foster a sense of community well-being in what are often isolated and fragmented communities.

As the long-established lead agency for education and film heritage, the bfi has a central role in developing a lively and contemporary film culture in the UK and extending audience choice. The UK Film Council instigated an urgently needed strategic review of the bfi’s role and functions. This has been completed and new initiatives are beginning to deliver change, particularly with regard to the National Film and Television Archive, the largest of its kind in the world and an asset of national and international importance. New collecting policies and a new curatorial unit are already leading to significant improvements in the care and management of the collections. A strengthened commitment to improving access aims to enable students, filmmakers, historians and the public at large to use the archive more readily. The bfi National Film Theatre and IMAX cinema on London’s South Bank give audiences a chance to see films beyond the range provided by commercial cinemas and a major modernisation plan will further extend this choice by accessing online some of the huge collection of the National Film and Television Archive. A growing range of bfi cinema and DVD releases further extends these benefits to the public throughout the UK, not just in London, and the Digital Screen Network, mentioned above, will provide greatly enhanced opportunities for the theatrical release and promotion of what have hitherto been minority interest films. The bfi London Film Festival and London Lesbian and Gay Film Festival are both prominent showcases for UK film talent and are growing in terms of audience numbers and reputation. They also afford opportunities for extending public awareness and appreciation of new trends in film and filmmaking. 
The UK Film Council seeks to maximise the contribution of major broadcasters, particularly the public service broadcasters, to extending audience choice. A recently concluded agreement with the BBC potentially doubles the Corporation’s commitment to UK film production, not only by increasing in-house activity but by buying the best of the UK’s independent feature production for screening on network television. Discussions are under way with Channel 4 to extend the range of its film channels and its particular commitment to the promotion of contemporary British film talent. Sky is being encouraged to make a more significant contribution to supporting independent production. Ofcom is being urged to actively pursue its powers under Section 264 of the Communications Act to ensure an appropriate commitment by the public service broadcasters to British film.

In addition to supporting film production in their respective areas, the three National and nine Regional Screen Agencies have been responsible for a wide range of imaginative exhibition and audience development projects, including film festivals. In one case, a festival of work by young directors was digitally screened on commuter trains with audience votes gathered over mobile networks. The Regional Screen Agencies provide growing support for film festivals of regional, national and international importance, including Borderlines (Britain’s largest rural film festival), the London Children’s Film Festival and Brief Encounters, one of Europe’s major festivals of short films, held annually in Bristol.

Encouraging participation and opportunities for learning

The bfi’s role in film education, both formal and informal, is at least as important as its role in extending audience choice. The bfi publishes a growing range of printed matter including curriculum-related material for primary and secondary school students and teachers and plays a significant role in developing practical means of promoting media literacy in school classrooms and more informal settings. Its publications range from primary school teaching materials to more heavy-weight academic publications such as ‘Sight and Sound’. The intention is to cater for all ages and all levels of interest in contemporary cinema and film heritage. Screenonline makes more than 300 hours of film footage available to schools and colleges throughout the UK and, as new strategies for the management of the National Film and Television Archive come on stream, so will an ever-growing range of content for this online service. In 2004, bfi services were accessed by the public on 35 million occasions and this figure is expected to grow steadily over the next period. 

A UK Film Council Publications Fund also provides support for 14 specialist film magazines, including ‘Firecracker’ which focuses on south-east Asian cinema, to inform a broader interest in and critical appreciation of the best of contemporary British and world cinema.

The UK Film Council established First Light, an arms-length agency, with its own Board, which enables young people between the ages of 8 and 18 to make films. In its first four years it has worked with 10,000 children and young people and seen the production and screening of 700 films in communities from every part of the UK. The impact of First Light on the schools and communities where projects have been completed is enormous. It is now seeking wider funding to extend its range of activities and has applied for Lottery funding to build a national digital database of films and other moving image content made by young people. Its potential, in terms of promoting an enthusiastic embrace of digital possibilities and a practical understanding of media literacy, has hardly begun to be realised. It is an experiment unique in its ambition and scale and is attracting interest from education and regeneration agencies in the UK and around the world.

In addition to sponsoring First Light, the UK Film Council has taken a leadership role in responding to the challenges set out in the 2003 Communications Act for the promotion and development of media literacy. A conference, co-hosted with Channel 4, the BBC and the bfi led to the drawing up of a Charter for Media Literacy. This Charter, now adopted, is shaping the development of policy amongst broadcasters and educationalists, and informs the work of the media industry regulator, Ofcom. It provides a template for the development of media literacy objectives across the European Union. As a result of UK Film Council support, Regional Screen Agencies are also playing a significant role in promoting media literacy and film education. Screen South’s pioneering Summerscreen programme, which offers the opportunity for children to see and make films, is expanding each year. Other RSAs are working with local authorities and with the DCMS/DfES-funded Creative Partnerships programme.

Promoting the UK in the wider world

The UK Film Council has worked to consolidate the UK’s position as a central player in the global film industry and in international markets by maximising the benefits from co-productions, by encouraging inward investment and by implementing a film export strategy.

In addition to the European Convention on Co-production the UK Film Council has signed, or is negotiating, agreements with almost a dozen countries around the world, including South Africa, France, Germany, Australia, Canada, New Zealand, Jamaica and Morocco. In particular, a co-production treaty with India and a comprehensive co-operation agreement with China are well advanced, recognising that these two nations provide enormous opportunities for the British film industry. Through its office in Los Angeles, the UK Film Council is able to promote the UK as an inward investment opportunity for Hollywood productions and promote the sale of UK films in US markets through initiatives such as the ‘UK film in LA focus’ and the ‘Best of the US event’. London UK Film Focus events, held in London in 2004 and 2005 with the intention of promoting UK film exports, have entertained buyers from more than 30 countries.

The UK Film Council contributes to the development of European audiovisual policy and promotes the European Commission’s MEDIA Programme to UK professionals with the result that Britain is a significant beneficiary of the programme. UK films secured just under 20% of all funding available to all 25 participating member states for international distribution and UK filmmakers won some 30% of the European New Talent fund. Since 2002, the UK Film Council has played a leading role in building the European Film Agency Directors (EFADs) network that brings together the heads of national film bodies in European Union member states. Through EFADs a dialogue has been opened with sister bodies across Europe and with the European Commission relating to such issues as the promotion of cultural diversity and its relationship to trade liberalisation, European Union rules for the public funding of film, and the development of online services. The UK Film Council also is a lead partner in Film File Europe (www.filmfileeurope.com), an online one-stop shop which helps match-make industry professionals and projects across Europe. 

It is an anomaly that a country with a thriving film industry, an enormously creative television industry, and one of the world’s greatest film heritages, has no major world-class competitive film festival. The UK Film Council has worked to promote the bfi London Film Festival, and done so with considerable success, raising its profile on the international stage and more than doubling attendances at festival screenings (114,000 attendances in 2005). One of the Council’s ambitions for the next period is to further develop the London Film Festival as a major showcase and to explore, with the bfi, the establishment of a major international competitive film festival in the UK. 

The Current Position

By working closely with the various branches of the film industry – development, production, distribution and exhibition, and promotion; by building a research and statistical capacity; by providing evidence-based briefings for government departments and for Parliament, the UK Film Council has in its first six years helped to create a clearer strategy for the future development of the industry and a better understood sense of its needs in public policy terms. From an audience perspective, support funds have made possible a growing range of films which reflect the life and values of Britain today, and which are finding success at home and abroad.

Much of this success can be attributed to the fact that the various members appointed to the UK Film Council Board have had a profound working knowledge and long experience of the industry in all its aspects, allowing the Council and the Government to jointly develop effective policies based on practical experience. 
The Council’s many cultural initiatives have created a solid foundation on which to build a more sophisticated, critical and adventurous audience for film. They are helping re-energise the community dimension of cinema-going, contributing to the advancement of media literacy as a core aspect of contemporary education, and beginning to build a systematic career path for young people who have the talent and ambition to work in the industry. By any measure, these initiatives add to the quality of the public realm, at national, regional and community level. 
Within Government, too, the UK Film Council has sought to foster a more integrated approach to film and to the growing dominance of visual images and their associated technologies in our culture. While working primarily with its sponsoring department, the DCMS, it has built good relationships directly or indirectly through its funded partners with other departments including the Treasury, the DfES and the DTI. It has worked closely with the RDAs and other regional and local agencies, as well as with the devolved authorities in Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland to ensure that the benefits of public policy and public funding reach communities in every part of the UK. These, and other alliances with public agencies, contribute to wider programmes of economic and social regeneration which are delivering public value in practical and tangible ways.
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