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This year, SPAA Fringe is returning to Brisbane to provide emerg-
ing producers and low budget filmmakers with the opportunity to 
network and attend a variety of panel sessions featuring industry 
experts. Kaye Blum speaks with the convener and some of the 
panel members of  ‘Short Films - the best way to build your ca-
reer?’.
Angie Fielder, general man-
ager of the Lexus IF Awards, 
is convening the session. As 
an aspiring producer, she is 
interested in what makes a 
good short film and whether 
it’s relevant when producing 
features. 

‘There are a number of pro-
ducers in the industry whose 
work I admire and aspire to,’ 
she said. ‘All of them started 
in the area of short film, and 
some of them in short docu-
mentary. I just wanted to get 
advice from these people on 
what they think is the best 
path to making the very best 
short.’

To help shed light on some 
of these issues, a panel of 
award-winning producers, in 
both drama and documentary, 
will share their insights and 
experience from the world of 
short film. The speakers are 
Liz Watts, producer and prin-
cipal partner at Porchlight 
Films; Kath Shelper, producer 
with Film Depot; and docu-
mentary producer with Trav-
eller’s Teacup, Citt Williams.

Liz Watts has a string of 
feature films, documentaries 
and short dramas under her 
belt, including award-winning 
films like WALKING ON WATER 
and MARTHA’S NEW COAT. 

She also shares producer 
credits on the feature LIT-
TLE FISH, directed by Rowan 
Woods and starring Cate Blan-
chett, Sam Neill and Hugo 
Weaving, which is currently 
in post-production; and short 
feature JEWBOY, directed by 
Tony Krawitz. JEWBOY was se-
lected to screen in Un Certain 
Regard at the 2005 Cannes 
Film Festival.

Watts says the experience 
of producing short films has 
been vital to her career. Not 
only did it provide her with a 
means to building producer 
credits, it also gave her the 
opportunity to network and 
build relationships with writ-
ers, directors and key crea-
tives.

‘A lot of the directors or 
writers I’ve worked with in 
the past on shorter projects 
I’m either developing featur-
ing projects [with] or intend-
ing to,’ she said.

The following features are 
currently in development at 
Porchlight: THE HOME SONG 
STORIES and SEMI DETACHED, 
both written and directed by 
Tony Ayres (WALKING ON WA-
TER); and BEAUTIFUL KATE, 
written and directed by 
Rachel Ward (MARTHA’S NEW 
COAT). 

But getting a short film 
funded and then into the 
marketplace isn’t without its 
challenges, even for someone 
who had industry experience 

behind her. Watts had worked 
in cinematography, then 
moved into production at Film 
Australia. She also worked as 
a production manager on a 
children’s TV series and on a 
short film. 

Her first credit as pro-
ducer was for THE ONE THAT 
GOT AWAY, which was funded 
through the NSW Film and 
Television Office (FTO) Young 
Filmmakers Fund. Even with 
funding, getting the film fin-
ished still involved plenty 
of begging and favours from 
people. Yet many of the peo-
ple she worked with then she 
is still working with today.

When it comes to market-
ing short films, Watts says it 
can get tricky. ‘You know you 
need money to keep a film go-
ing on the festival circuit, to 
a certain extent. The bottom 
dollar is the lack of finance 
and it’s always problematic 
because as an independent 
producer, even if you don’t 
have overheads, it’s expensive 
to keep that kind of work go-
ing. You get to a point where 
you just can’t afford to keep 
doing it.’ 

‘If you can get a sales 
agent or territory sales, then 
that’s what you’re aiming for 
basically,’ says Watts. ‘We’ve 
had one film, DELIVERY DAY 
(a short film directed by Khoa 
Do), which is still going in fes-
tivals around the world, but it 
was finished in 2001. Although 
we do have a sales agent on 
that film so they do some of 
it,’ she adds.

Another panel speaker at 
the SPAA session, Kath Shelper 
from Film Depot, shared a 

(below) Ewen Leslie in JEWBOY 
(photo by Greig Fraser)
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long-form at SPAA Fringe 
similar experience marketing 
short films earlier in her ca-
reer. 

‘The toughest thing is 
just money and time,’ she 
explains. ‘Getting short films 
into the marketplace requires 
making lots of copies then 
spending a lot of time at the 
post office sending them off 
to film festivals both here and 
overseas. Sometimes it’s just 
like throwing mud at a wall 
and seeing if any of it sticks 
because you don’t know who 
is going to select it.’

But things can get easier, 
particularly when you hit 
the jackpot with acceptance 
into a high-profile festival. 
The two half-hour short films 
Shelper has just finished pro-
ducing, PLAINS EMPTY and 
GREEN BUSH, were selected 
for Sundance. 

‘That puts you in a differ-
ent position,’ she explains, 
because then ‘everybody’s 
emailing you asking for cop-
ies of your film, so it’s a much 
more pleasurable experi-
ence.’

Shelper started on the path 
to producing by hanging out at 
Swinburne Film School in Mel-
bourne (now VCA), working on 
student productions. While 
struggling to find work in the 
industry, she applied for an 
attachment through the AF-
TRS Industry Fund for Women, 
and ended up working with 
Lawrence Johnson on his film 
ETERNITY. 

She then worked as a pro-
duction assistant and produc-
tion co-ordinator at Film Aus-
tralia and worked her way up 
from there. Her first credit as 
a producer was on a short film 
called HOUSE TAKEN OVER.

‘I see my short film expe-
rience as equipping me with 
the skills to be able to do 
longer form drama like fea-
ture films,’ Shelper said. She 
is now in the process of pro-
ducing the low budget feature 

RUNNING WILD.
Fielder is also interested 

in exploring distribution and 
where short films fit into the 
industry landscapeduring the 
SPAA Fringe session. 

While she believes short 
films are certainly an art-form 
in their own right, she thinks 
the avenues for distribution 
are still pretty much limited 
to film festivals.

But what about the rapid-
ly-changing digital technolo-
gies and delivery platforms? 
How will they affect emerging 
producers today with the chal-
lenge of getting their short 
films out to an audience?

‘I think certainly the dig-
ital formats can allow produc-
tions to be made at a lower 
price’, says Watts. ‘But you 
still face similar problems with 
crew, cast, awards, maintain-
ing standards of insurance and 
all the rest of it.

‘But I do think that each 
project has different de-
mands,’ she continues. ‘If 
you’re intending to shoot or 
deliver in the digital world or 
domain, if you’re just intend-
ing to deliver on the net for 
instance, your project will be 
governed by that [technology] 
to an extent - what you can 
and can’t do and the storyline 
will be tailored as such.’ 

However, she does think 
new technologies such as 
High Definition (HD) open up 
plenty of opportunities, such 
as the recent low budget fea-
ture WOLF CREEK which was 
shot on HD and has already 
secured international distri-
bution deals. ‘It’s kind of ex-
citing, but you’ve got to have 
the right project to do it,’ she 
adds.

Shelper also thinks new 
technologies and delivery 
platforms can make it easier 
in some ways but just as hard 
in others. ‘Now that a lot of 
festivals are screening from 
video and digital means, you 

don’t have to have a film print 
in order to screen at festi-
vals. 

‘Things like mobile phone 
content and all those new 
ways of creating content just 
creates more demand for the 
type of stuff we do. So gener-
ally the changing technology 
is making the means of pro-
duction cheaper and creating 
more outlets for our prod-
uct. But at the same time, it 
doesn’t change how difficult 
it is to make good product. 
The technology doesn’t make 
a good story.

 ‘Even with a mobile 
phone mini film, you still have 
to follow the same principals 
of storytelling that dates back 
to the Greeks.’ 

Gaining insights and knowl-
edge from industry profession-
als is not the only advantage 
of attending SPAA Fringe. 

‘The film industry is all 
about relationships, and it’s 
all about teamwork, work-
ing with people you trust 
and know,’ says Shelper. ‘So 
somewhere like SPAA Fringe is 
a great place to gather facts 
and research and find stuff 
out, and hopefully meet some 
like minds along the way.’

By Kaye Blum.
SPAA Fringe is on from 11-13 Au-
gust at the Brisbane Powerhouse. 
For more information and session 
details, visit www.spaa.org.au/
fringe_2005

‘A superb short 
film is the ultimate 
advertisement for 

what you could  
do with a bigger 

canvas.’ 
- Michael Rabiger

Ngaire Pigram and Kerry 
Naylon in Plains Empty  
(photo by Mark Rogers)
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