Europa Distribution represented the interests of independent distributors in a debate at the Cannes Film Festival on digital cinema.

Digital Tango! was organised by the European Audiovisual Observatory (EAO), and was based on the latest analysis and  figures on the development of D-cinema in Europe.

EAO research revealed the extent to which the rapid growth of digital screens is dominated by 3D. 

It also revealed that the box-office boom of the last year has been 3D-dominated and centred on the big multiplexes. The numbers for smaller independent cinemas barely moved year on year. (See http://www.obs.coe.int/about/oea/pr/digital_cinema2009.html for more.)

Added to the interest in alternative content, the industry debate was centred on the challenge of getting European independent content to the big screen.

Christine Eloy, of Cineart in Belgium represented Europa Distribution. She sat alongside Ian Christie, of Europa Cinemas, Antoine Virenque, of the European Digital Cinema Forum, and Hughes Becquart, of the MEDIA Programme.

The debate focused on legal and practical issues surrounding the rollout of digital cinema. They included the legal complexities of government and other public support for conversion; the future of the single DCI standard ; the threat to small cinemas

Christine pointed out that we were still in the transition phase for D-cinema and that this period of uncertainty was very challenging for independent distributors. 

She said that it was becoming clear that D-cinema offered significantly greater potential to blockbuster and bigger commercial films and represented a threat to smaller arthouse film.

That began, she suggested, with the central but misleading assumption that European distributors would make quick and significant savings from digitization.

Distributors accepted the need to make digital switch and accepted that there would be long-term savings on many titles, she said, and the principle of financial support for conversion was not at issue.

But a fair payment towards costs should also mean a fair deal. It was not equitable that distributors should pay the same costs as 35mm and yet have less say in screen time.

The second issue was that the economics of VPF meant that while on some films, savings could indeed be made, it was perfectly possible for VPF costs to mount during the run of a film so that distributors could end up paying more than they did currently with a physical print. 

“With a smaller film it is very difficult to make economies of scale,” she said.

This was more likely when, as was currently common in much of Europe, it was the distributor rather than the producer who created the master. What’s more, the distributor had none of the transparency about who was showing what that was not a problem with 35mm prints. 

To compound these issues, the distributor will also to compete not just against the muscle of the Hollywood 3D releases but also against music, theatre, opera etc on the big screen.

Speaking after the event, Christine said distributors were not naturally negative and most had approached the economic downturn by innovating and embracing new ways of connecting with audiences.

She said there was a strong sense that they were partners rather than competitors with exhibitors. 

But if the industry and governments were serious about specialist film, issues such as a cap on VPF costs and agreements to protect programming should be discussed.

