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Following various individual efforts and meetings by DEGANZ, Doc Edge and or Loaded Docs to 
coalesce discussion around issues affecting documentary filmmaking in New Zealand, in mid-
September of 2021, the Directors and Editors Guild of Aotearoa New Zealand and Women in Film 
and Television NZ hosted a documentary feature film Summit, also attended by the Screen 
Production and Development Association (SPADA), Doc Edge, Loading Docs and Ngā Aho Whakaari. 
The Summit brought together a group of approximately 45 documentary filmmakers, many highly 
experienced, who have had, are having or intend to have engagement with the New Zealand Film 
Commission over documentary projects. 

The meeting came about because of the considerable discontent that has surfaced from documentary 
makers over the years in regard to the pathways and processes for documentary at NZFC. The Summit 
was intended as a safe space for practitioners to share their concerns, and to help inform this paper, 
which calls for change in the way documentary is managed at the Commission. This paper steers clear 
of specific anecdotes in order to preserve the confidentiality of the filmmakers - however many 
powerful and concerning stories of recent experience were shared. 

Documentary filmmakers acknowledge the funding and effort that NZFC puts into the genre. But there 
is overwhelming opinion from this community that documentary could be handled much more 
effectively and efficiently by the organization, and a sense of having reached a crisis point with 
filmmakers increasingly unprepared to repeat their experience of the process - several leaving the 
industry. 

In summary, the Summit highlighted an overall shared concern that the current system for 
Documentary at NZFC is not fit for purpose. This system, with very specific targets in development built 
around Early and Advanced story and structure and certainty of narrative outcome, particularly 
disadvantages observational documentary; an unfortunate situation as many of the world’s most 
successful and iconic documentary films are unscripted, observational, or fly-on-the-wall. 

In addition, the financing and distribution models NZFC applies to documentary are narrative-based and 
considered by the group to be out of date, not allowing for the unique worlds of production and 
distribution that the genre operates within. 

In brief, we have bullet-pointed specific NZFC practices that were identified as hindering documentary 
filmmaking. Suggestions have also been made to address the concerns highlighted. 

This paper is a prompt to stimulate constructive dialogue between the documentary-filmmaking 
community and the NZFC, with proposed outcomes that we believe will benefit all. 
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Development and Pathways  

The Scripted Model  
The NZFC documentary pathway is structured under a narrative model. It does not suit documentary 
well, in particular observational documentary, which by its very nature demands faith without a 
predetermined outcome. 

Observational documentary is inherently risky. Overt control is neither possible, nor always conducive to 
the story. Filmmakers often have to get underway without knowing exactly what will happen. Post 
production is where the script is written. This is a very different process from narrative filmmaking. 
Documentary filmmakers need a funding model to get to that point which suits and understands the 
genre’s workflow. 

Documentary projects are often time critical, needing quick decisions and investment, to take advantage 
of the opportunity to tell an unfolding story. Unlike narrative film, the bulk of funding is needed early as 
production begins when the story begins in real time. The NZFC system makes no allowance for this, 
imposing on the documentary maker a rigid approach that stifles a documentary project when it most 
needs to be encouraged. The result is many documentaries are abandoned or- as often happens - 
filmmakers put themselves in considerable financial hardship by self-funding projects while in the 
‘development’ stage , in order to cover the time gap. 

To take advantage of the significant opportunities for documentary in today’s content space, we need a 
funding body that: 

• Thoroughly understands the documentary filmmaking process. 

• Is flexible and respects that documentary funding needs are different to those of scripted 
narrative films. 

• Has trust in experienced, proven filmmakers and empowers them to do their jobs. 

• Is willing to support projects at an early stage in order to account for the needs of the 
documentary process. 

What we ask for: 

• A dedicated Documentary Executive who is experienced in and understands documentary 
filmmaking. This person would be a decision maker and work directly to the CEO as an HOD 
empowered to fund, and oversee the documentary projects the NZFC supports. 

• A fast-response observational documentary fund, along the lines of the Independent Filmmaker 
Fund1 (Screen Innovation Production Fund), which was co-funded by NZFC and Creative NZ. It 
provided up to $70k in funding without the demands of a full structure or narrative treatment 

 
1 In 2008 NZFC and CNZ commissioned research into the barriers to financing documentaries. The research 

findings reflected a lack of opportunity for the full range of New Zealand documentary voices. As a result, 

NZFC and CNZ agreed to make changes to the Screen Innovation Production Fund. It was agreed in 

principle that fewer projects should be financed, enabling a higher level of grants to be offered, especially 

to senior filmmakers aiming to engage audiences with quality projects. The new approach was 

implemented in June, 2009 and provided three grants of up to $70,000 each and ten grants of up to 

$30,000 each, instead of 36 grants a year averaging $15,000 each. The fund was renamed the Independent 

Filmmakers’ Fund (IFF). 
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to kickstart projects exactly when they needed it. This fund would be managed by the 
Documentary Executive. 

 

Short Film 
A significant opportunity exists for New Zealand filmmakers to make their mark internationally through 
the creation of high-end short documentary (up to 40min). This is a space that has been identified by 
New Zealanders party to Oscar selection decision-making as having strong potential for success. 
Support in this area would help to develop our documentary filmmaking, and would open opportunities 
for international recognition and future project development. 

Current premium shorts funding at NZFC, while open to documentary, is primarily geared towards 
narrative. Support for external low budget short documentary initiatives continues to be appreciated, 
but is more suitable for emerging filmmakers. A dedicated documentary shorts fund, aimed at mid-
career and established filmmakers and which is structured specifically for documentary process and 
pathways under the leadership of a Documentary Executive, would substantially contribute to the 
growth and development of documentary filmmaking in Aotearoa. 

In order to develop the skill and success of our sector we need a funding body that: 

• Recognises the opportunities available for documentary filmmakers in the international arena. 

• Supports New Zealand’s documentary filmmakers to reach their potential. 

What we ask for: 

• A dedicated premium documentary shorts fund. 

 

The Producer Requirement  
Documentary development and production funding currently requires the attachment of a producer 
who is a different person to the director. This is often inappropriate for experienced documentary 
makers who for many years have written, directed and produced their own projects. 

Additionally, this approach requires the assignment to or sharing of rights with a separate producer; 
rights that the documentary maker may well have invested years of work in, committed personal funds 
to, and could well have already begun production on. Yet they are required to assign or share their 
rights simply to satisfy NZFC’s protocols in creative, financing and strategy for the project—work that 
experienced documentary filmmakers are themselves skilled in. 

Documentary filmmakers (many of whom also operate as independent producers themselves), 
acknowledge the significant role a producer can play, and successful collaborations are respected and 
applauded. However, the attachment of a separate producer is not always appropriate - particularly for 
documentaries under $1 million. 

We need a funding body that: 
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• Acknowledges that dispossessing experienced documentary filmmakers of their rights to their 
own projects just to satisfy oversight concerns is entirely inappropriate in this day and age of 
acknowledging creators’ artistic rights. 

• Accepts financial risk with lower-budget documentaries where filmmakers show experience in 
delivery. 

What we ask for: 

• Documentary makers be able to apply for development funding without a producer attached. 

•  Experienced documentary filmmakers be able to produce their own projects for budgets lower 
than $1 million. 

 

Compliance Requirements 
There is a strong argument that bonding a documentary (of any kind under $2m) is a waste of money. 
The issues that might impact a drama (the death of a lead actor for example) are irrelevant. Often the 
challenges documentary filmmakers face become part of the film itself. For these reasons (and including 
sovereignty as per below) documentaries below $2 million should not require a bond. If the argument is 
that the bond holder helps with NZFC oversight, then said oversight would be the job of the new 
Documentary Executive. 

New Zealand documentaries can easily fit in the range of more than $500k of NZFC investment but less 
than $1 million in total budget. To require a bond for documentaries in this range is inhibiting to 
documentary filmmakers, because the bond fee takes away from the filmmakers’ efforts to put the 
limited money available on screen. In addition, the bond is a methodology designed primarily to protect 
the output of a predetermined outcome, something observational documentary doesn’t have—the 
story is moulded in post-production to suit the through line that the unpredictable nature of 
documentary production delivers. 

The bond, on top of other compliance costs in the NZFC system such as legals and insurance, can mean 
the death knell for documentary projects that are already stretched in terms of financial resources, or 
force the filmmaker to pursue the documentary as a passion project with the associated, mental, 
emotional and financial strain of doing so. 

There's also an issue around story sovereignty, particularly when dealing with Māori or other specific 
interest groups where they may be talking about a lot of traditional knowledge, particularly aspects of 
life and culture that are treated as taonga. 

The NZFC requirement for consent forms and the language employed does not take into account the 
delicate relationship, usually built on trust, that exists between documentary filmmaker and interview 
talent or subject. Release forms as they are currently can discourage people from participating in a film, 
ultimately undermining the story telling. We understand the necessity for release forms but they need to 
be specifically designed for the documentary form. 

The timeframes inherent within the current NZFC funding model are also not compatible with the reality 
of documentary film-making. To apply for production funding film-makers must have all subjects fully 
committed but then are required to wait six weeks until a funding decision and then if successful 
another period of weeks for pre-closing and closing. The result is that much real life action is missed and 
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relationships with essential subjects are severely stretched. 

We seek a funding body that: 

• Understands the nature of documentary can require risks to be taken but the lower overall 
budgets usually required to make a documentary helps mitigate the risks involved. 

• Does not overburden filmmakers with compliance requirements that threaten the viability of 
the project. 

What we ask for: 

• Films with a budget of less than $2 million be financed without the requirement of a bond. 

•  Compliance requirements and timeframes for documentary films are simplified and reduced so 
that the majority of the funding and effort can go into the creative aspects of the production. 

•  The Documentary Executive has a discretionary fund that allows documentaries to be 
developed in a time sensitive way. 

 

The Archaic Distribution Model 
NZFC is still trapped in the archaic model of mainstream theatrical distribution for independent film. 
This may still have some lingering relevance for narrative feature, but it does not account for streamer 
platforms and festival circuits where the majority of documentary now finds its home and where 
audiences are. 

Nearly all mainstream distributors and sales agents are reluctant to take on a documentary without 
seeing a rough cut, further inhibiting a documentary maker’s ability to get their projects up. Many are 
surprised that local funding bodies are not the first to support local content. 

The expectation for projects to have an international sales agent and or local distributor attached before 
NZFC will consider an application can force producers to accept deals that are not in the true interest of 
the projects and to close off opportunities that may come when documentaries are more fully realised. 

We seek a funding body that: 

• Accepts good audiences for documentary exist outside the mainstream theatrical space.  

• Is willing to work with documentary filmmakers to find the best homes for their films, on 
whatever platforms that best suit. 

• Understands that documentary projects may well have to be well along their post-production 
path before distribution and or sales commitments come in, and consequently need finance 
early in the piece to get to that point. 

What we ask for: 

• NZFC relinquishes its mandatory requirement for theatrical distribution to access development 
and production funding for documentary. 
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Social Impact 
As a cultural arts funding body, NZFC needs to embrace the impact documentary can have toward 
driving social change alongside other methods of measuring success. 

As a model for documentary production, the ABC's Impact Production Office is worth discussion. They 
have a group of people who work with filmmakers right from the start to amplify and focus the social 
impact of documentaries that they commission and broadcast. They see social impact as intrinsic to 
documentaries, and a great way of ensuring that the documentary matters and does what it's designed 
to do. 

Risky, provocative, breakthrough films are in demand internationally, whether the topics be political, 
social or other. We are very capable of making these films in New Zealand as well as the lower risk pre-
scripted genre, given the funding and support. 

We seek a funding body that: 

• Has an appetite for risk in content matter. 

• Understands the need for specific marketing support for documentary beyond what narrative 
generally requires. 

What we ask for: 

• Documentary-specific development approach and expertise at NZFC 

• Documentary-specific marketing approach and expertise at NZFC 

 

Budgets  
Because of the small teams required to execute documentary projects, there is an expectation by many 
that only small budgets are required. As well, it seems that the documentary maker is not as valued as 
their scripted counterparts. 

Documentary budgets are traditionally lower than dramatic fiction budgets. Additional compliance 
costs—particularly a bond as noted above—have a disproportionate impact on small-budget 
productions. Documentaries often require long production and post-production periods. This means if 
the budget isn’t sufficient filmmakers find themselves working for fees that are significantly below the 
minimum wage. This makes documentary an unsustainable career. 

Documentary comes at a cost, and that cost is increasing with the need to put more money on screen to 
compete in the crowded marketplace. 

Budgets need to be realistic and represent the time/effort involved if we are to safeguard the physical, 
mental, and financial well-being of documentary filmmakers. 

We seek a funding body that: 

• Is willing to fund documentary films appropriately 

• Recognises that if compliance costs are high, then budgets need to be higher, so that those costs 
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do not take a significant part of the budget. 

• Recognises the specialised cost in distribution for documentaries, particularly those with a social 
impact goal. 

What we ask for: 

• Acceptance of budgets that recognize the costs that documentary filmmakers incur prior to 
funding body involvement, and the opportunity to recover those investments 

• Appropriate budget levels that reward above- and below-the-line staff with incomes that are 
appropriate for their roles and the work involved. 

• Urgently address the bond requirement as noted earlier. 

• Financial support in distribution. 

 

NZSPG Threshold  
The NZSPG minimum for documentary is $2.5 million in QNZPE. This puts NZSPG out of reach for the 
majority of NZ documentaries. This means that filmmakers cannot use it as a means to contribute 
meaningfully to a finance plan, nor benefit from the equity position it delivers to the filmmakers. 
What we ask for: 

• That the NZSPG minimum for NZQPE be lowered to $1 million 

 

NZFC and NZ On Air 
The current rigid distinction between NZFC funding theatrical documentaries and NZ on Air funding local 
television documentaries is understandable from an agency perspective, but in reality is limiting the 
potential of New Zealand documentaries to be world-class, resulting in many falling between the cracks. 
It’s out of step with current viewing trends to draw a boundary line between what is film and what is 
television, particularly in documentary. If we are to accept the view that a documentary can only be a 
film when it plays in a cinema then we are foregoing the opportunity to make feature-length 
documentaries of a scale that is attractive to leading streaming platforms and their very sizeable 
documentary viewing audience. The root issue here is not to do with the quality of television 
documentaries or the local platforms they must play on, it’s that the funding available for television 
documentaries is so limited. 

There is growing concern amongst documentary filmmakers that we are having to make our 
documentaries smaller and smaller - not through lack of ambition, imagination or skill, but rather 
because we lack the champions in positions of authority to back them in New Zealand first. 

 


