UK FILM COUNCIL
SPECIALISED DISTRIBUTION & EXHIBITION STRATEGY FOR THE UK

1.
INTRODUCTION

Cinema is an immensely powerful medium. Films help to shape the way we see and understand the world. They inform, inspire and challenge audiences, as well as entertain them. The best filmmakers create stories which have the capacity to touch the hearts and minds of audiences across the world. The magic of cinema, in part, lies in its richness of form, its diversity of expression, its power to reflect so many different feelings, ideas and thoughts. Government, acting through the UK Film Council, wants all UK citizens to have the chance to see and enjoy world cinema. Geography, income and education should not be barriers to the cinema experience: cinema should be available to all.

Yet in the early years of the 21st century, audiences in the UK still have access to a very limited range of material. The UK comprises a vibrant diverse cultural mix which is too little reflected in the range of films available on screen, nor does the cinema audience reflect the diverse cultural mix of the UK population. This is despite the rapid growth of multiplex cinemas, the apparent ubiquity of television, widespread ownership of VCRs and the increasing penetration of DVD. The economics of film distribution and exhibition in the UK mean that films which lie outside the accepted mainstream, particularly those made in a foreign language, receive very limited exposure. Equally, there are relatively few opportunities to learn about film outside academic institutions. Cinema based educational resources, though often excellent, are neither consistently available nor coordinated nor consistent in quality. The failure of the market to meet a full range of audience expectations has led to the UK Film Council’s Strategy for Specialised Distribution and Exhibition. 
2. 
BACKGROUND

The UK Film Council has been established by Government as the strategic agency responsible for developing the film industry and film culture in the UK, it has two overarching and complementary objectives:

· To develop a sustainable UK film industry;

· To develop film culture in the UK by improving access to, and education about, the moving image.

Its approach is informed by the following key principles:

· To acknowledge the global/international nature of the film industry;

· To work with the grain of the free market;

· To intervene with subsidy only to correct market failure;

· To acknowledge the importance of infrastructure as a pre-requisite of future success;

· To address the needs of audiences and learners, exhibitors and distributors as well as those of filmmakers and producers;

· To acknowledge the vital role film can play in encouraging active and informed citizenship in all ages, backgrounds and cultures;

· To promote equality of opportunity, social inclusion and diversity on the cinema screen and throughout the workplace.

During the first two years of the Council’s existence its focus has been on comprehensively refocusing the use of public funding for film in the UK and delivering a movement of subsidy away from passive production funding and towards underlying problems which the market does not address, for example, script development, training, regional development.  It has established Regional Screen Agencies throughout England and developed strong UK-wide partnerships with Scottish Screen, Sgrîn, and the Northern Ireland Film and Television Commission.  During this time, the UK Film Council’s cultural and educational policy has been delivered largely through the British Film Institute.  

With this new initiative for specialised distribution and exhibition, the UK Film Council is bringing to bear the same strategic approach that it applied to production in order to create the conditions for deep and lasting change.

3.
THE STRATEGY

The Specialised Distribution and Exhibition Strategy is predicated on the UK Film Council’s recognition that, given the current economics of film distribution and exhibition in the UK, non-mainstream, or foreign language, or specialised films receive very limited exposure.  In particular, the specialised sector finds it difficult to:

· Back the release of specialised films with optimum print and advertising expenditure; 

· Keep some of (even the most successful) repertory cinemas solvent;

· Invest adequately in new screens or new sites;

· Keep pace with customer expectations especially in relation to technical presentation standards and ancillary services such as bars or other social spaces; 

· Broaden and grow a loyal but ageing audience; 

· Reach a non-metropolitan audience;

· Appeal to the UK’s growing black and Asian audiences;

· Respond to the needs of cinema goers or potential cinema goers with disabilities;
· Mount effective cinema education programmes.
Given this, the UK Film Council’s Specialised Distribution and Exhibition Strategy is a much needed intervention which prioritises cultural and educational objectives but grounds these in current economic realities. This strategy is the first intervention for a generation which joins up thinking across sectors.  The strategy addresses both the immediate and longer term.  It aims to grow and resource the conditions where specialised cinema will have an excellent chance of holding its own in a market place unduly weighted against it.  

The enthusiasm and willing collaboration from all parties during this process leads the UK Film Council to be optimistic that these measures respond directly to perceived needs and will create positive conditions for change.

4.
THE MEASURES

In April, the UK Film Council announced four new measures developed as a result of an intensive and extensive consultation programme.  Taken together, these measures aim to give a much needed boost to the specialised exhibition and distribution sector in the UK.

The UK Film Council will create a Distribution and Exhibition Fund with a dynamic, experienced and respected Fund Head who will shape and lead the direction of this strategy in ways similar to the Council’s Production and Development Funds.  The Fund Head will be responsible for rolling out the four financial measures and negotiating the fine detail with industry and other partners.  Each of these new funds will contribute significantly to the achievement of the UK Film Council overall strategic objectives.  The measures are:

i)
A Cinema Fund totalling £14 million over four years available in England only.

This aims to increase access to, and broaden audiences for, specialised films through investment in new cinemas, new screens, refurbishment and/or equipment. The needs of people with disabilities must inform and be integral to any proposed developments.

This fund makes resources available for the expansion and/or re-configuration of existing circuits (possibly with other screens) into a more economically viable and co-ordinated vehicle for the exhibition of specialised film.  At the consultation stage there was considerable enthusiasm for some form of association and collaboration – as yet to be negotiated - which will deliver real new opportunities across the UK for exhibiting specialised film in an appropriate environment.

The UK Film Council will support any bids to the fund which take up the challenge to create a ‘screen network’ which will exploit the benefits of shared programming, education, marketing and general management.  This ‘screen network’ could be anything from 50–100 screens and could include:

· Independent cinemas and art centres who wish to enhance their programming;

· Regional Film Theatres already committed to specialised programming but looking to work in a more cost effective manner;

· Independent commercial operators committed to specialised programming but looking to expand their operations; 
· Multiplex operators with excess screening capacity - the leasing of under-utilised screens from operators, being a modern day version of ‘four-walling’ houses. 
The ‘screen network’, which it is emphasised will only become a reality as a result of practical and detailed negotiations between industry and public sector partners, is potentially the key-stone to integrated strategic intervention.  The next two measures will, the UK Film Council believes, be most effective as part of the overall strengthening of the value-chain through any ‘screen network’ that emerges.  As stand-alone measures, nonetheless, they will bring much needed resources to the industry.

ii)
A Digital Fund totalling £1 million over four years available in England only

This will provide an upfront subsidy towards the cost of digital equipment to support non-theatrical exhibition and is aimed at growing the audience for specialised film through more cost effective delivery channels, such as DVD, in film societies, local clubs or other social spaces.

iii) A Selective P&A Fund totalling £1 million per annum operating across the UK     

The strategic aim of this fund is to encourage distributors to acquire more specialised films and release them more widely and with greater marketing spend.  It will provide UK cinema audiences with access to a broader range of films, enhance access to specialised films in parts of the UK which are currently under-served, and ultimately increase the audience for specialised cinema.

iv) 
A Cinema Education Fund totalling £1 million per annum operating across the UK

The aim of this fund is to develop informed audiences over the longer term, especially among young people and those currently excluded by social or cultural background, but also to everyone interested in lifelong learning.

The fund will involve providing an upfront subsidy to a cinema education provider – such as any new ‘screen network’ - for new and innovative activity or to enhance existing programmes of work. Education plans could be UK-wide, national, regional or local. UK-wide plans could be for the delivery of such initiatives as a national children’s screening week, touring film programmes, competitions, or conferences.  Regional or local plans could include special screenings for children, programme notes, contextualising introductions and discussions of films or seasons, events and interviews, evening classes, courses run in association with local schools, further and higher education or resourcing networks of teachers.

5.
SUMMARY

This UK Film Council initiative is the result of sound research, wide consultation and broad industry agreement. It offers the public and private sectors of the industry an exciting challenge to use new resources in an innovative fashion.  By linking three key elements in the ‘value chain’ – distribution, exhibition and education – it makes positive connections between the needs of the end-user and the capacity of the supplier to meet these needs more effectively.

This strategy will continue to work best if there is a free flow and exchange of statistics and information.  It is this exchange which a ‘screen network’ will facilitate and for this reason the UK Film Council will encourage and resource this key strategic development.  We urge all out partners in all sectors to seize this moment of opportunity with enthusiasm and commitment.

6. WHAT NEXT?

Further announcements will be made later this summer following the appointment of a Head of Distribution and Exhibition.
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Annex 1 
SPECIALISED CINEMA & SPECIALISED FILMS - A WORKING DEFINITION

Specialised cinema exists to satisfy the desire of audiences to see a diverse range of films, at a variety of cinemas or other locations.  Specialised venues are often driven by a broad educational remit and may offer discrete education activities.  Typically they exhibit a majority of specialised films. 

Specialised films may be either feature-length or shorts, fact or fiction.  They normally fall into one or more of the following categories:

· Films which engage with current aesthetic, political, social and cultural issues, and seek to encourage their audiences to become similarly engaged;

· English language films that, because of the creative originality of their form or content challenge audience expectations, emotionally, aesthetically or intellectually;

· UK minority indigenous language films particularly those that, because of the creative originality of their form or content, challenge audience expectations, emotionally, aesthetically or intellectually;

· Foreign language films particularly those that, because of the creative originality of their form or content, challenge audience expectations, emotionally, aesthetically or intellectually;

· Films where ethnicity, sexual orientation or disability are important factors for makers and/or audiences;

· Classic films that reappear in cinema repertories over the years;

· Archive films and restorations, because of their place in the history of cinema, or because of their relevance to a particular community of interest or geographical community; 

· Films that appeal to underserved or minority audiences, especially those that, because of the creative originality of their form or content, challenge expectations, emotionally, aesthetically or intellectually.

Annex 2

AIMS

The aims of the Specialised Distribution and Exhibition Strategy are:

· To develop a robust and sustainable UK specialised exhibition and distribution infrastructure;

· To ensure that the widest range of British, European and World cinema is screened across the UK;

· To broaden and increase UK audiences;

· To develop an informed and appreciative audience for film in the UK;

· To maximise the potential offered by new technologies such as e-cinema;

· To work in association with public and private sector partners to deliver best value for money;

· To complement other UK Film Council strategies.
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