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About the BFI 

In 2011 the BFI became the lead organisation for film in the UK. It is now a 

Government arm’s-length body and distributor of Lottery funds for film. 

Our mission is to ensure that film is central to our cultural life, in particular by 

supporting and nurturing the next generation of filmmakers and audiences. The BFI 

serves a public role which covers the cultural, creative and economic aspects of film 

in the UK. 

It delivers this role: 

 As the UK-wide organisation for film, a charity core funded by Government 

 By providing Lottery and Government funds for film across the UK 

 By working with partners to advance the position of film in the UK. 

 

Founded in 1933, the BFI is a registered charity governed by Royal Charter. The BFI 

Board of Governors is chaired by Greg Dyke. 

 

 

Executive Summary 

The BFI welcomes the opportunity to respond to this consultation and fully supports 

the Government’s desire to remove unnecessary regulation.  We would like to stress 

up front however, that the commercial cinema sector is vital to both audiences and 

the film industry and we would not advocate an approach that we think would 

undermine them. 

Community cinema can play an important social cohesion role as well as growing 

audiences for a broader range of films including specialised films. Community 

cinema tends to show a reasonably high proportion of British film (23%) and 

supports areas in particular where there are many households that live more than 

10k from a commercial cinema.  We want more people to watch and engage with 

films no matter where they live, and therefore on balance we support Option 2, with 

some key amendments to focus the de-regulation on film exhibition activity that 

could otherwise be put off by regulatory barriers.   

There is a lack of evidence about whether the removal of this regulation will support 

a significant increase in the ability of local communities to encourage the viewing of 

films in local venues. However we think that the trends for an increase in ‘pop up’ 

venues across multiple entertainment forms, suggests potential for more to take 

place.  The burden of proof should be to demonstrate why a regulation is required as 

opposed to why one should be removed. 

However we would advocate some changes to the proposed ‘Option 2’ to target the 

removal of regulation, for example our suggestion to reduce the limit of attendance 

from 500 to 150. 
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We agree that the BBFC classifications should form the basis of the child protection 

mechanism in community venues. As there are titles and films that do not have a 

BBFC classification there should be an option within the system to allow local 

authorities to use their discretion on whether to allow such titles to be shown as 

long as the fundamental principles of child protection are not undermined. 

When these changes are communicated to the public, there must be a clear 

distinction between the de-regulation of entertainment licensing, and the continuing 

need to have a licence to show copyrighted material.  Films and content must be 

appropriately licensed from the copyright holders or distributors to ensure that the 

creators can secure their economic and moral rights to their work.  Intellectual 

property rights and copyright protection are essential to a properly functioning film 

industry and we would like to see these issues communicated to community venues 

benefitting from this proposed deregulation. 

Background 

The BFI has three strategic priorities which have shaped our response to this 

consultation in the following ways: 

 Expanding education and learning opportunities and boosting audience choice 

across the UK. 

We aim to expand the breadth, reach and depth of audience choice, and any 

mechanisms that remove barriers to showing films in communities chime with 

this goal. 

 Supporting the future success of British Film. 

We aim to support a healthy film sector across the value chain from 

development and production through to distribution, exhibition and archiving 

which means that we would not want to support mechanisms that would 

undermine genuine business opportunities. 

 Unlocking film heritage for everyone in the UK to enjoy. 

We are investing in digitising archive material and in creating digital platforms 

that would enable more people across the UK to view and enjoy archive content.  

If more communities want to screen this content then we would be very 

supportive of this. 

 

As the lead organisation for film in the UK, the BFI has consulted with the British 

Board of Film Classification, the British Federation of Film Societies, the Cinema 

Exhibitors Association, the Film Distributors Association and other contacts to help 

inform this response.   

 

Do you support the ‘do nothing’ proposal (Option 1, as set out in paragraphs 28-

30) or the Government’s proposal (Option 2, “deregulate not-for-profit film 
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exhibition in “community premises” as set out at paragraphs 31-35. If not, please 

explain why.  

On Balance, the BFI supports Option 2 to deregulate not-for-profit film exhibition in 

community premises.  We support the principle that regulation should only be put 

in place when there is a clearly defined and evidence based requirement for it. The 

burden of proof should be to justify the regulation rather than justify its removal, 

however there is a lack of evidence either way. 

One of our key goals is to increase the breadth, reach and depth of film to audiences 

across the UK and if there is a way to encourage more communities to experience a 

greater range of contemporary, classic and archive film then we strongly support it.  

Film societies, film clubs and other local social groups can have a big impact on 

building audiences for film and film should have a level regulatory playing field with 

other art forms such as community theatre. 

The ‘Impact of Local Cinema’ report said: 

 ‘A thriving community venue fosters a sense of place and provides a focus for a local 

community. A big part of bringing that venue to life is cinema.  The community venue 

provides a strong social function as a meeting place and centre in which to socialise. The 

Community venue cinema can either provide a mainstream programme where no other 

cinema exists in the locality, or a specialised alternative in those areas with multiplex 

provision.  The opportunity to see mainstream films in a non-multiplex atmosphere is also 

attractive to some sections of the community. Moreover, a cinema can play an important social 

inclusion role, particularly for elderly people who would otherwise not have the opportunity to 

watch films in an easily accessible environment and for other excluded groups such as young 

parents with babies.  The community venue can  ‘re-introduce’ people to film....and to their 

neighbours.’ 

 

While we have spoken to some small film societies and organisations that have said 

that the cost of the licence and the burden of filling in multiple forms can be a 

barrier to community film exhibition, there hasn’t been a widespread lobby for 

change.  However it is unlikely that people who have been put off from showing film 

in their community venues would have contacted us and it is hard to find such 

people to ask them.  We are concerned that the potential for increasing film viewing 

in the community including for example through ‘pop up’ venues could be curtailed 

by this regulation.  What we have heard is that to amend an existing license to 

include film is cheaper than getting a whole new one but a much lengthier process.   

The exhibition sector is vitally important to film in the UK and we don’t want any 

changes to undermine the activities of cinema operators who offer important social 

and economic value to their communities.  In particular there are several 

independent cinema operators who work to very tight margins and we would not 

want to see any changes in legislation that undermine their important work.   
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Therefore we think that some of the details in option 2 need to be amended to target 

small operations so that the reduction in financial and administrative burden occurs 

for those organisations or communities that need it. 

The inclusion of an upper limit for audiences is sensible in ensuring that this de-

regulation is aimed at those smaller organisation or community groups where 

regulation might constitute more of a barrier.  However, a limit of five hundred 

seems too high.  We would propose a smaller threshold of audiences of 150 or less.  

The average membership of film societies is 152 and while some will be much larger 

this seems to be a sensible limit. Provisional findings from our rural cinema pilot 

suggest that average attendances are around 50, and Moviola, the rural cinema 

touring company only accept new venues that can host audiences of over 100.  Also, 

if people can attract audiences of over 150, then a charging a small fee should more 

than adequately cover the cost and burden of applying for a licence. 

In addition, it is absolutely vital that in the messaging of any regulatory change it is 

made clear that films and content still need to be appropriately licensed from the 

copyright holder/distributor.  The distribution of films is a specialised business and 

copyright licensing enables creators and rights-holders to safeguard their economic 

and moral rights. In addition, given the significant negative impact of piracy on the 

UK film industry the BFI would advocate the importance of such activity upholding 

standards in terms of protecting the copyright of any works being shown.   The BFI 

would welcome the opportunity to participate in any messaging around these 

changes to ensure this distinction is clear.  Piracy is a big issue in the film industry 

and the ability of financiers and distributors to recoup the costs of their investment 

is very important. 

We are aware of the concerns some organisations have raised about the fact that 

this de-regulation will mean that local authorities are no longer notified about these 

activities taking place and the potential knock-on effect of the ability of them to 

enforce the law.  We agree that there would be a lack of notification, and would urge 

the Government to demonstrate whether this has an effect on local enforcement in 

other areas of community entertainment such as theatre or dance.   

 

If you generally support Option 2, do you agree with the Government’s suggested 

definition of community premises? If not, please explain why. 

We think that the definition of community premises should be extended to include 

schools and other educational establishments, and community sports venues (such 

as cricket pavilions).  

While we recognise there are concerns that venues such as pubs and clubs should be 

excluded, we do not share this view.  What we know about community cinema is 

that it often takes place in areas underserved by commercial operators.  There are 

large numbers of people across the country that live more than 10k from a 

commercial cinema.  If a film society or local group of people wanted to rent a room 

in a pub to show a film then we think that would be as acceptable as if they were 

showing it in a village hall.  In addition it’s worth bearing in mind that the vast 
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majority of film societies show films in venues that already have a premises licence 

for other activities ( i.e. an alcohol licence). 

If you support option 2, do you agree with the Government’s proposals that the 

exemption should only extend  to “not for profit” activities? If not, please explain 

why. 

We have heard concerns that the definition of “not for profit” outlined in the 

consultation lacks clarity and so further discussions should take place to ensure that 

this is targeted at the intended recipients and not others. 

The BFI agrees that these exemptions should not apply to profit making activities as 

de-regulation should support small organisations where the burden of regulation 

would be a barrier to the activity.  

Do you agree that exhibition of film that is incidental to other entertainment 

activities that are not regulated under the 2003 Act should be exempt? 

Yes. 

Do you agree that the Government’s draft clause at Annex C will achieve the 

deregulation outlined in Option 2? 

Yes.  However, as indicated in our comments, there are elements to the text that 

should change in order to reflect our suggestions. 

Do you agree that films that do not have an age classification rating should not be 

exhibited in community venues without a licence?  If you do not agree, please 

explain why? 

We completely support the importance of linking this deregulation of film exhibition 

with BBFC classifications as an important child protection mechanism.  Content 

which is demonstrating any product, advertising goods or services, or providing 

information, education or instruction is exempt under the current legislation and we 

support this. 

We think more thought needs to be given to other types of content which might, 

legitimately, not have an age classification.  For example, archive footage, amateur 

films made by the community or content that is exempt from BBFC classification 

under the Video Recordings Act 1983.  Child protection should remain at the heart of 

any decisions around this and we would like to ensure that there is some discretion 

for local authorities to allow such content to be shown. 

 

 


