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The Media Entertainment and Arts Alliance (Alliance) is the industrial and professional organisation representing the people who work in Australia’s media and entertainment industries. Its membership includes journalists, artists, photographers, performers, symphony orchestra musicians and film, television and performing arts technicians.

Poverty amongst working Australian performers

Performers – actors, puppeteers, singers, musicians, dancers – have a profile in the community that often belies their standard of living.

Annually, the media – television, newspapers, radio and magazines – devotes countless thousands of words and delivers thousands of images of performers. Nicole Kidman’s life is constantly under a microscope. From magazine front covers to double page fashion spreads in the tabloids, she is rarely out of the public’s eye. Stories about how much performers of international stature can command for a role in a major feature film all assist in distorting the reality of the average performer’s life.

The Nicole Kidmans are the exception. Those with enduring roles in series like Home and Away and dramas like Secret Life of Us are the lucky ones – they have regular work. For those who appear in guest roles in television productions or support roles in feature films, life can be tough and many working performers are living very meagrely.

That this is the case, however, is not really surprising.

Although difficult to determine with total accuracy, unemployment levels among performers is very high. The best estimate is that on any day in excess of 90% of Australian performers will be unemployed.

Australia, however, is not alone. Unemployment amongst performers is structural in any country, which seeks to have a vibrant entertainment industry. 
To cast productions – film, television or performing arts – producers are reliant on a large pool of talented professional performers, available to commence work often at very short notice or conversely able to keep themselves available for a time months into the future. It is not uncommon for television productions to cast smaller roles one or two days before the artist is required to commence work. The same is true of television commercials. Major commercial musical theatre productions typically cast months in advance of the performers commencing work. For feature films, the key cast member whose engagement is crucial to securing finance might be secured with very tentative dates in the future (and obviously dependent on finance being secured). Other performers will typically be cast during the preproduction period – some may be cast and contracted months before they commence work, others days before they commence work. 

On an Australian feature film, it is rare for more than four actors to be engaged for the full duration of the filming schedule. It is also rare for a feature film schedule to exceed twelve weeks. Average Australian feature films have schedules of seven to eight weeks. An actor with a substantial supporting role may have only five days work on such a film. Those five days might be spread evenly across an eight-week schedule and obviously that actor must keep themselves available for those particular days of employment. Actors in minor roles may have as little as one day’s work. Further, contracted dates often vary in response to changed circumstances that necessitate variations to the production schedule – for instance, weather conditions often prompt schedule changes.

Actors working in the live performing arts, as distinct from recorded media, are more likely to be contracted for a number of weeks and engaged by the week. Singers, on the other hand, are likely to be hired for a single performance.

A small handful of companies are able to offer full time employment to performers – The Australian Ballet, Opera Australia, the state orchestras, Sydney Dance Company. Otherwise work for performers in Australia is a fragile uncertain existence in a freelance industry.

An employment opportunity snapshot

Major musical theatre productions 

Lion King auditioned approximately 4,000 people for 52 roles.

Some cast members were aware they were under active consideration for a role six months before auditions were complete and offers made.

Offers were made to all cast in February. Rehearsals commence in September. 

The production has the potential to run for well over a year.

Performers for Lion King need to be able to act and sing particularly difficult vocal registers and be of a specific physical build and many need to be able to work with animatronics puppetry and many roles are ethnically specific, namely African.

The casting requirements for Lion King were so prescribed that the audition period was longer than is the case for most major musical theatre productions. Typically, musical theatre productions cast and make offers approximately six months prior to the performers commencing work.

Rent auditioned approximately 3,000 people for 21 roles, 8 of whom were African American and others were Latino. All roles were for people aged under 30.

Showboat auditioned approximately 3,000 people for 64 roles of which 8 were child roles and 24 were roles for African Americans.

The Full Monty, which opens in September, completed casting in March.

Theatre Companies with a Subscription Season

Companies with a subscription season will typically cast one or two performers in each of the productions that will form part of their subscription season between six and 18 months ahead in order that the key cast can be announced in their publicity and booking brochure. Typically, those performers typically will receive a three-month contract. The balance of the casting will be undertaken two months before the performers commence work, again typically a three-month contract. Cast sizes will vary but typically state theatre companies, like the Sydney Theatre Company, will mount productions with an average of eight cast members.

The characteristics of the entertainment industry mean that performers are often unemployed or underemployed, circumstances reflected by their income. 

Please be aware that the statistical information set out in Tables 1-3 has been provided to the Alliance on a confidential basis as the report from which the tables have been drawn has not yet been published by the Australia Council.

	 Table 1:  Median Earned Incomes of Artists 2000-01 ($)

	
	
	Creative income
	Total arts income
	Total income

	
	
	
	
	

	Actors & Directors
	10,500
	18,400
	32,000

	Dancers & Choreographers
	12,900
	23,600
	26,000

	Musicians & Singers
	10,500
	20,000
	35,800
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Given a median income of $32,000 for all sources of income, clearly many performers are earning considerably less annually while on the other hand others are doing better. Given that some few performers annually earn amounts in excess of $100,000, and an even fewer number are able to earn in excess of $200,000 annually, the reality for the majority becomes evident. 

Whilst median incomes are possibly a better reflection of the position for many performers, mean incomes show the impact of the higher earning performers.

Table 2 sets out mean income for performers and also shows income trends between 1986-87 and 2000-01. Whilst income from arts-related work spiralled downwards between 1986-87 and 1991-92 by 2000-01 it had recovered to 1986-87 levels. The reversal is likely to be due to enhanced minimum rates of pay that were achieved in the early nineties together with a dramatic increase in offshore film and television productions utilising Australia as a location.

	Table 2:  Trends in Artists’ Mean Earned Incomes 1986-87 to 2000-01 

                ($ thousand per annum at constant 2000-01 prices)

	
	
	
	Income from all arts work
	 
	Total income 

(from all arts and all non-arts work)

	
	
	
	1986-87
	1992-93
	2000-01
	
	1986-87
	1992-93
	2000-01

	
	
	
	 
	 
	 
	
	 
	 
	 

	Actors & Directors*
	27.7
	15.4
	27.4
	
	35.7
	23.4
	41.7

	Dancers & Choreographers*
	
	
	23.9
	
	
	
	26.9

	Musicians & Singers
	24.0
	24.0
	27.6
	
	34.5
	32.3
	41.1

	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	 

	* Note: Results for actors and dancers were combined in the 1986-87 and 1992-93 surveys.
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Whilst it is often assumed that acting requires no financial outlay on the part of the performer, this is not the case as Table 3 demonstrates. Performers in live theatre, for instance, are generally required to provide their own stage makeup, musicians their own musical instruments. Further, to remain an employable performer takes on-going work and practice that requires classes in anything from pilates to music lessons, voice classes, singing lessons and the like. Expenses of the quantum set out in Table 3, whilst not considerable by comparisons with some other enterprises, are a considerable impost when the median and mean gross income levels set out in Tables 1 and 2 and taken into account.

	Expenses Incurred in Art Practice 2000-01 ($)

	
	 
	Mean
	 
	Median

	
	
	
	
	

	Actors and Directors
	6,400
	
	4,100

	Dancers and Choreographers
	5,000
	
	3,800

	Musicians and Singers
	7,300
	
	3,500
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Dancers, as can be seen from the above statistics, are in a particularly acute position. With a median income of only  $26,000, they also face an almost certain need to change careers in their early thirties, having trained for the one career since childhood. At the time when most people in the community have established their careers and are contemplating acquiring a home or starting a family, dancers, from a disastrously low income base, will need to leave the profession and retrain with no capital base to underpin a career shift necessitated by age.

It is those performers, dancers and singers, at the bottom end of the income range for whom the Alliance is most concerned. Without their commitment to the arts and entertainment industries, those industries could not mount the live theatre, music, film and television productions that Australian audiences take as part of their cultural entitlement and that Australian governments have consistently supported for social and cultural policy reasons.

Performers and New Start

For many years, in consideration of the unique working circumstances of performers, the Government had given special recognition to their status when seeking social security support. 

Performers were deemed to have satisfied the activity test requirements of the New Start Allowance (NSA) if they had:

· full Actors Equity membership

· a demonstrated record in the industry (via a portfolio), and

· current registration with an accredited agent. 

If, after twelve months, a performer had not been able to secure employment in their chosen field of endeavour, they were then required to fulfill the activity test criteria and seek any work and accept any work they might be able to undertake.

Last year, the provisions for performers were amended in the social security guidelines as follows:

“Performers are generally not required to look for work outside their chosen field within the first twelve months on NSA. However, if there are insufficient job prospects available in their chosen field to meet their fortnightly job contact requirement, then the remainder of the job contact requirement is to be achieved by looking for other types of suitable work.

“Example: If a job seeker’s fortnightly jobsearch requirement is ten but only six job prospects available in chosen field, the remaining four job contacts must be made up of other types of suitable work.

“If, during the first twelve months a person is offered casual employment outside their chosen field, they would be expected to accept the offer of casual employment. An exemption to this can be made where the person can show that casual work would interfere with a reasonable prospect of obtaining work in their chosen field.

“Example: A job seeker is offered four weeks casual employment commencing immediately, but has been offered a job in their chosen field which commences in three weeks. If the employer agrees, the person should take the casual job for three weeks. If the employer does not agree, it would be acceptable for the person to refuse the offer of casual employment.”

This creates significant problems for performers and for producers and the Alliance strongly recommends that these guidelines be repealed and the previous arrangements reintroduced as the current guidelines no longer take account of the unique circumstances of the entertainment industry. 

Some of the issues created by the revised NSA Guidelines for performers include:

· Is the activity of the performer’s agent in suggesting a performer for an audition or for a role sufficient? Often performers will not be aware that this has happened.

· Will attendance at an audition be required to satisfy the test? Performers are often considered for a role in the absence of an audition, for instance by viewing tapes of previous work.

· How will the test be administered and by whom? Most companies in the entertainment industry are small businesses and providing written proof that a person was being considered and/or auditioned for a role might prove too administratively burdensome for producers and casting agents.

· Many performers pursue unpaid work to further their careers during times of unemployment. Voluntary work undertaken by performers can assist considerably in areas where, in the absence of such voluntary work, important social organisations would not be able to function as effectively. See Attachment A for a case study. Some unpaid work can result in the establishment of thriving small theatre companies, the creation of short films that can be used to showcase their abilities and thus lead to future paid employment. Attachment B sets out case examples.

· Performers also need to undertake activities when they are not in paid employment to maintain their skills levels on a regular and on-going basis. If a performer is not practising their skills and maintaining a regular regime of classes, acquiring new skills in response to changing requirements in the industry – for instance, learning new accents to accommodate American productions filming in Australia – their skills base will be eroded making it less likely they will secure employment in the future. The case studies in Attachments A and B also explore the extent to which performers work together to hone and maintain performance skills.

· Performers are only able to audition for those roles that are appropriate to them, having regard to their gender, age, ethnicity, physical attributes and the like, attributes that have nothing to do with their talent or ability as performers. Further some roles require multiple abilities – such as singing in a particular register, dancing in a particular style, working with puppetry and so on in addition to the ability to perform. If roles that are not appropriate to their age, gender and the like are not being written at the time, the performers are automatically unable to audition for roles that may be on offer. See Attachment C for difficulties faced by one particular group of performers. 

· The current NSA guidelines also disregard the amount of work that is required in order to attend an individual audition. 

The Casting Guidelines agreed between the Alliance and the Drama Agents Association in 1996 set out best practice for the conduct of auditions. Part A.1 says as follows: “The parties acknowledge that adequate preparation time is essential to allow performers to prepare for the audition.” The Guidelines then detail the following parameters: “If the performer is required to prepare a piece for the audition, the casting consultant will use their best endeavours to provide a minimum of 36 hours notice for an audition for a television commercial and 72 hours for all other auditions. The entire script or screenplay together with the audition piece will be made available to the performer and/or their agent no less than 72 hours prior to the audition, or, in the case of commercials, 36 hours prior.” The Guidelines go on to note “the importance of providing the performer with an adequate opportunity to research and prepare if an accent is required for an audition”. 

As the Casting Guidelines make clear, the possibility that, even if the offers were made, a performer could undertake ten auditions within a fortnight are remote. Certainly, the performer would not be able to do justice to the opportunity the auditions would present.

The current guidelines are introducing a degree of inflexibility that is likely to impact adversely on the maintenance of a vibrant and talented pool of performers from which producers and casting agents are able to turn when casting roles. Given that the Federal Government last September introduced the Tax Offset Rebate Scheme to attract offshore productions to Australia, it is unfortunate that in the same year amendments were made to NSA that will actively discourage performers from remaining in the profession.

Consequently, the Alliance recommends that the NSA Guidelines be amended and the previous Guidelines re-introduced as a matter of urgency.

Performers and Superannuation

As can be seen from the tables above, many performers live on extremely low incomes. Superannuation is directly linked to income, meaning that many performers will not have sufficient funds to support them in old age.

Superannuation as currently constructed presents some significant issues for performers.

Superannuation in multiple funds

When working in the entertainment industry, the majority of employers pay their contribution to performers’ superannuation entitlements into JUST Super, the industry superannuation fund.

However, as can be seen from the tables above, many performers rely for the majority of their income on work from other employment, often in non-arts industries. Performers secure additional employment from a wide range of sources ranging from driving cabs to working part-time within the education system to working in the hospitality industry as waiters and bar attendants.

Where their weekly income from such other employment is at a level above which employers are required to make superannuation payments, such payments are made into funds other than JUST Super. Many performers are losing considerable money as their superannuation is spread across a number of funds, all attracting fees and charges, and are disadvantaged by having small amounts of funds in a number of accounts, thus attracting less interest than would be the case were the funds consolidated. Many have been successful in having their funds consolidated but it is a matter of continually applying to give effect after the payments have been made.

As most performers have accumulated superannuation at a very low level, every dollar counts and every day counts in terms of the accumulation of interest on those funds.

Employment where superannuation is not paid

The majority of performers will earn more than $450 a month from any one engagement with an employer in the entertainment industry. Consequently, the $450 threshold above which employer superannuation payments must be remitted will be achieved. However, this is not true for all. For instance, a musician might have a regular three-hour engagement once a month. In such a case superannuation entitlements will not accrue.

Further, most performers rely on a number of jobs to survive. Those jobs might be waiting in a restaurant five hours one night a week, running a two hour drama class in a school once a week, teaching a musical instrument in a school once a week and doing a Saturday night shift in a call centre. 

All such employment will result in income below the monthly threshold whereby superannuation entitlements are required to be paid by the employer. The result can be that performers accrue only minimal amounts in superannuation annually and given their overall income are unable to augment provisions for their retirement from savings. Table 1 above sets out the median income for actors as $32,000 (pre-tax) of which $10,500 is earned from acting. The balance will most likely have been earned from a range of casual jobs that might include teaching drama in schools to waiting in a restaurant. Given that such jobs might not result in earnings in excess of $450 each per month, the actor may be in a position where 67% of their employment generates no superannuation entitlements at all.

Capping of superannuation

At the other end of the spectrum from that outlined above, a performer may secure a high rate of pay for a commercial that is going into mass release. For two or three days, the performer will secure an abnormally large amount of income where superannuation will then be capped at the current threshold of $29,220 per quarter. That same performer might then find themselves without employment for the following three months or more. 

Retirement age and entitlement to superannuation

Performers, unlike those in many other professions, often work beyond retirement age. Indeed, in some live theatre and film and television productions, old age may be a key requirement for a particular role.

Currently, once a superannuation fund member reaches 70, the fund is required to check that the member is employed for no less than ten hours a week in order to remain in the fund.

If a member is over 70 and does not meet the criteria, they are required to take their benefit and leave the fund.

There is an urgent need for this issue to be addressed. Many performers in older age already find themselves in straightened circumstances. Many are already at a disadvantage – compulsory employer contributions to superannuation funds were not introduced until the late 1980s when many older performers had been working for two or more decades. Most were not in a financial position to prepare for self-funded retirement (it should be noted for instance that until the 1970s performers were not entitled to be paid for rehearsals although rehearsals constitute employment).

Given the particular employment opportunity difficulties faced by older actors, it is especially unfortunate that superannuation entitlements are effectively denied them once they reach 70.

Consequently, there is an urgent need for superannuation legislation to be amended to take account of the circumstances faced by performers to ensure they are not entirely or principally dependent on the state or benevolent funds in their later years.

Barriers to employment

Performers as a class of workers have careers identified by uncertainty.

It is hard for most performers to secure what many would consider to be a comfortable standard of living. Even those who are able to achieve well above average rates of pay are still subject to the uncertainty that accrues to working in a freelance industry where prerequisites for employment go well beyond ability and include such matters as age, gender, physical attributes, ethnicity and contractual barriers to employment such as not taking work on a rival network or accepting a television commercial for a product in competition with a product for which the performer has previously appeared.

For some, however, the barriers are even higher. Those from non-English speaking backgrounds, Indigenous performers, performers with disabilities, women over the age of forty and performers over the age of fifty all face reduced employment opportunities as the roles for which they can be cast are disproportionately under represented in film, television and live theatre productions. However, where such roles do exist producers and audiences expect they will be filled with professional performers. 

Underemployment and unemployment amongst performers in certain sectors of the profession has recently been substantiated by a number of studies of cultural diversity.

The latest report on the portrayal of cultural diversity in Australian television drama, Cultural Diversity in Australian Television Drama, was released in May 2002. It surveyed actors appearing in main and guest roles in drama productions between May and August 2001. 

The study was conducted by the Queensland University of Technology in collaboration with the Alliance, as was the case with an earlier study conducted in 1999. It confirmed the trend identified in the 1999 study that the representation of actors of culturally diverse backgrounds has fortunately increased since the deplorable state of affairs that existed in the early 1990s.

Where the 1999 report canvassed actors in sustaining roles in television drama, the most recent study looked at lead roles and guest roles.

The most marked change was in representation of actors from Asian backgrounds. In the 1999 study there were no Asian actors working in main roles in any of the programs surveyed, however, the latest study showed eight actors of Asian backgrounds – two in lead roles and six in guest/support roles. 

Indigenous actors, however, were not well represented, and accounted for only 1.1 percent of actors – a downturn on the 1999 results. “[I]ndigenous actors are under-represented in the guest/supporting role area, with only one of 136 guest roles filled by an Indigenous actor.”

Unlike the 1999 survey, which focused on commercial television, the latest study surveyed actors across both commercial and public broadcasting and found that there was no significant difference between the two areas of broadcasting. Of all the actors surveyed (main and guest cast) across both commercial and public broadcasting 26.5% were of various culturally diverse backgrounds – 28% of guest roles and 22% of main roles.

The results for 2002 are a dramatic improvement on the findings of the 1992 survey when only 2% of roles were filled by actors from non-English speaking backgrounds and none were filled by Indigenous performers. However, the improvements that have been achieved were reliant on a pool of dedicated committed professionals sufficiently brave to stay in an industry where employment opportunities were almost non-existent. 

So whilst there have been positive improvements in employment for performers from a non-English speaking background, the report also cautioned, “there is no room for complacency in the lead role area. At 22% [of main roles], representation here is lower than the 26% representation of Non English speaking background and Indigenous people in the general community”. Further for those performers from a non English speaking background there was “a total lack of reference to the sustaining actors’ ethnicity or cultural background … However, when it comes to guest roles and guest cast, one finds that stories are more likely to be ethnically based.” In other words, only when the script specifically calls for a particular ethnicity will a performer be considered for a guest or support role. Changing this attitude “is seen as key to ensuring such actors have access to the full range of acting opportunities rather than being confined to a narrow range of ethnic specific roles only.” 

It is also crucial to overcoming what some producers refer to as limiting factors in casting actors of non-Anglo background – “the smaller pool of actors available and difficulties in casting particular roles.” It goes without saying if actors are considered only for ethnically specific roles, their opportunities are limited and the opportunities for them to practice their craft severely restricted.

Whilst this study generally presents a significantly improved representation than that which occurred a decade ago, it canvasses only one aspect of television programming, namely drama. 

Who's Watching You Tonight – Australia's New Audience & How To Capture It was released by the Government of Victoria in June 2002. It found that those aged over 55 are “the most voracious viewers of TV, and watch on average 4 hours 18 minutes each day. Nevertheless, they are greatly under-represented in on screen roles.”
  

Screen Actors Guild’ research in the United States has established that in defiance of the demographics of the viewing audience, characters in both prime time and daytime television are getting younger. Characters 60 years and older accounted for only 5.6% of all characters and of those half were younger than 65. Representation of characters over 65 was less than a fifth of their representation in the population.

Comparable research has not been undertaken in Australia. However, it is unlikely to show better results than have been achieved in the United States. 

Indeed, Network Ten does not see older people as forming part of their target demographic. Last year, Andy McIntyre, General Manager, Program Finance and Development, Network Ten, outlined their programming strategy thus: “The network principally targets the under 40 years demographic, although our drama programs have a broader target of 25-54 years”.

The findings of Who’s Watching You Tonight show that Network Ten is not alone. “Commercial networks rarely pay any attention to the viewing patterns of people over 55, referred to in the industry as the ’55 to dead’ demographic.”

The result is very few opportunities for performers over 50. 

That this sector is ignored is curious, given that people aged over 55 watch the most television – 4 hours 18 minutes daily compared with the average for the whole population of 3 hours 13 minutes
. According to the Access Economics Report, Population, Aging and the Economy,
 whilst those over 55 account for only 21% of the population, they head up households that own 39% of nation’s household wealth, 54% of the nation’s financial assets and account for 25% of all disposable income. Further, Access Economics anticipates that, even accounting for inflation, spending by mature consumers will grow by 61% over the next ten years, double the national average of 32%.

So despite the economic case that can be argued to underpin an enhancement of representation of people over the age of 55, the networks have been slow to take up the opportunities presented by those who watch television the most and not only do the audiences suffer but so do performers. However, when such roles do arise, expectations are that professional performers will be able and available to fill the roles.

The most recent examination of cultural diversity is Harvey May’s report, Broadcast in Colour – Cultural Diversity and Television Programming in Four Countries, published by the Australian Film Commission, the Creative Industries Research and Applications Centre and the Australian Key Centre for Cultural and Media Policy. Released in August 2002, the report examines the manner in which people from culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds are represented on television in the United States, the United Kingdom, New Zealand and Australia. 

The report finds that, “the three countries other than Australia have made significant improvements through explicit programs and policies which address cultural diversity and television”. May goes on to say, “carefully considered involvement in, and attention to, cultural diversity in policy and program production at all levels, can yield valuable results for all stakeholders”.

Whilst the approaches to raising levels of cultural diversity in programming varied between the four countries, the outcomes of the different approaches are clear – Australia is lagging behind.

May concludes, “As networks do have ‘ultimate control’ of programming, regardless of whether it is an independent production or an in-house one, a commitment from them to cultural diversity would send a message to the production industry as a whole, that cultural diversity is to be given serious consideration in all production.”

The Federation of Australian Commercial Television Stations (FACTS)
 Code of Practice was drafted in 1992-3 and, despite the finding of the 1992 study on cultural diversity, did not include any such commitment. Only after intense lobbying by ethnic organisations, the Communications Law Centre and the Alliance, did FACTS release a set of Advisory Notes relating to the portrayal of cultural diversity in 1994. Those advisory notes were not, however, incorporated into the Code of Practice when it was revised in 1999.

Seriously lacking though research in television is, unfortunately, research in other sectors of the entertainment industry has largely been neglected. The only major work is The Taxi Driver, the Cook and the Greengrocer
, a research report commissioned by the Australia Council examining the representation of non-English speaking background people in theatre, film and television. As a summary of its findings, the title says it all – first generation performers from non-English speaking backgrounds are for the most part relegated to stereotyped and smaller roles. 

The report supported other reports finding that performers of non-English speaking background are under represented on our television screens. 

Importantly, it is the only significant work that has been undertaken of its kind in the performing arts. It found that ABS statistics for 1996 show first generation actors and dancers from non English speaking backgrounds “were significantly under represented in theatre, particularly in the case of Asians, and to a somewhat lesser extent, Europeans and Russians”
. 

There is an urgent need for the portrayal of cultural diversity and Australian identity to be reviewed both in recorded media and live performance on an on-going basis. Government support for the arts and entertainment industry is underpinned by policy objectives that see the opportunities for Australians to see productions that reflect and explore Australian identity and cultural diversity as being in the national interest. 

Failure to undertake such research in an ongoing and meaningful way and to explore strategies to ensure the Government’s social and cultural objectives are achieved satisfactorily are in no small measure contributory factors to the continuing unemployment and underemployment that, whilst true for all performers, is particularly acute for certain sectors of performing arts professionals.

In respect of television, the Alliance believes this is a role for the Australian Broadcasting Authority (ABA) and laments the fact that such analysis was not at least incorporated in the terms of reference of the 2002 Review of the Australian Content Standard. The Alliance urges the Government to direct the ABA to undertake such research across the full range of broadcast program types as a matter or urgency. Further, the Alliance believes that these issues must be addressed in the FACTS Code of Conduct.

Similar research needs to be undertaken in respect of feature films and the performing arts and, as the census has now been completed, it is time the results of the Australia Council study were updated.

Contractual barriers to employment

Another factor adding to the barriers to employment that can confront actors are contractual. 

Chiefly it is an issue for actors working on television commercials (TVCs), in on-going television programs such as drama or comedy series and serials and infotainment programs and for those who appear in pilots for such programs.

In the case of TVCs, actors are usually contractually barred from taking work in a TVC for a rival product for a particular period of time – which given the level of identification the TVC will create to the performer can be for as long as a year after the campaign has ceased being aired. Some campaigns run for six months to a year, yet others can be extended for up to three years. In addition, TVCs themselves often have inbuilt unseen barriers – for instance, a performer appearing in a TVC for a certain kind of program might be overlooked for casting in a production where the association to the TVC or “branding” is considered inappropriate either for the program or the role. For instance, the credibility of casting an actor as a non-drinker when they are associated with a particular brand of beer or the association of an actor with a particular alcohol drink might be considered inappropriate for a role in a children’s program.

For actors cast in on-going roles in television series and serials, it is quite often the case for them to be contractually prevented from appearing in any television production on a rival network. For actors whose ongoing role might represent only one day’s work a week this can be a considerable restriction.

Additionally, actors in main roles are usually optioned for further seasons. They thus must keep themselves available until such time as the further series is commissioned by the network. The same is true of performers appearing in pilots. This can pose particular issues as often there is not the same deadline in place by which time a network must proceed to making a decision. In one recent case, a performer was prevented from even auditioning for other work (theatre as well as film or television), was actively sought for five separate major roles over a period of some months, all of which were subsequently cast with other actors, to find after the fifth offer that the series would not be picked up by the network. 

ATTACHMENT A – Voluntary work

Voluntary work undertaken by performers is useful to performers in enabling them to practice their craft and hone their skills, ensuring they remain in readiness in the event of a job offer. This work is also of considerable benefit to the community.

The public is well aware of the amount of work performers undertake for charity. Indeed many Alliance members have been recognised in the Australia Day and Queen’s Birthday Awards for the services to the community. While the public sees and enjoys the production arranged to raise funds for any number of worthwhile causes, unseen are the hours and days of rehearsals. 

There are also many areas where the public is not so aware that services are provided gratis. 

2RPH is Sydney’s radio reading service (1224 on the AM band). 

Radio for the Print Handicapped began broadcasting in 1983 from Paddington Town Hall. Since 2000, it has broadcast from purpose built studios in Glebe. The station provides a 24 hours service. Overnight entertainment comes from the BBC World Service. Sydney readers provide the daily content: local newspapers including the Australian, Sydney Morning Herald and Financial Review and international ones such as the Guardian; popular and specialist magazines like New Idea, New Scientist, Rolling Stone, Drum Media, Revolver, Aussie Post; book readings including material for children; and broadcasts of the TV guide. Stage and screen, food and wine, travel, shopping, sport, music, health, science, business and financed are all covered.

Who listens? The original concept was to assist the vision impaired, elderly and infirm. Many students of English now tune in and follow the written word as it is broadcast. General listeners include young parents who need to get their detailed news hands-free.

2RPH has some 200 volunteer readers. Performers are auditioned and auditions occur monthly. Performers provide their services at no cost – apart from fulfilling a community need, it is also considered good training for those performers interested in a career in radio or reading books for the Royal Blind Society.

ATTACHMENT B

In this attachment four articles are reproduced to demonstrate the extent to which actors pursue unpaid work that may result in future earnings

Life in the Fringe

This article first appeared in Equity, Autumn 2002

G’day. My name’s Brendan Cowell and I am an actor-writer-producer-person. In late 1999 I set up Roguestar Productions with my colleague-friend Anthony Hayes as a way of maintaining a sense of craft in those “transitional” moments actors seem to come across. Roguestar was also founded out of frustration. Frustration in the stories we had access to tell, being the stories we were or weren’t cast in.

Cultivating such a company issued us our own free voice, and access to our own stories. So there we were in the beautiful unknown, all pumped full of passion with no idea where to place it.

The industry is notoriously unwelcoming, stringent, difficult, and cut-throat, whereas, in my three years of producing and creating independent theatre, I’ve found it quite the opposite.

Difficult yes, but what good things aren’t? 

By no means unwelcoming. 

My first play, Men, was work-shopped on a first draft over three months with the unpaid directorial guidance of Tamblyn Lord and the acting talents of Lisa Hensley, Ryan Johnson and Anthony Hayes. When we finally got somewhere real with the script, Jeremy Cumpston offered us a few nights at The Old Fitzroy to stage a rehearsed reading. The read was a success and after another few months of re-working Jeremy offered us a full season in December of 2000.

Men was a success, directed by Leland Kean and starring Blazey Best, Toby Scmitz, Anthony Hayes and myself, putting us on the map as a new and exciting theatre company. In realising this production we drew on the resources of everyone and anyone. My father’s accounting firm sponsored us. My mate’s Thai Restaurant gave us their function room to rehearse in. Props, paints, posters, everything was begged borrowed and never stolen.

All involved offered their services, time and creativities for the love of theatre alone. For in the fringe, rewards come in no other form.

Men brought us a few things; it alerted a certain theatre company in London’s West End to the play, and they are now in the process of finding a time and place to stage it. It educated us in how to “get it up”. And it inspired the Tamarama Rock Surfers to allocate us a spot in their next season.

So back to the pen I went, and by July of the following year we were back at The Old Fitzroy staging my second play Happy New. This time we had cultivated enough interest to draw on successful industry figures for donations. Casting agents, film companies, and filmmakers chipped in to get us moving. Never asking for anything in return. Of course we noted them on press and programs but this, to them, was irrelevant. They were giving to the young guys who were having a go and doing it well.

Second time round we cut a lot of corners. We knew how to pull better press, how to present ourselves better in interviews, how to manage little time and money. 

Happy New was a success as well. It was rewarded with great attendances and really positive reviews, competing well with main stage shows around town.

This was not to say that without a subscriber audience certain Sundays and Tuesdays we only had eight or twelve people in the audience. But we went on, as affecting even one person is enough. Isn’t it?

Following Happy New, Sydney Festival 2002, under the new leadership of Brett Sheahy, instigated a refreshing initiative called Two Up. – a theatre initiative involving two Australian independent theatre companies. I was asked to propose an idea to the board for a potential production in January 2002. I submitted ATM, a concept play involving 80 characters set on a street – on a night – in a city – where there is an ATM. It turns out Brett, and the Project Manager Amanda Duffy, had been watching our progress and we were elected to open the initiative. This was fantastic. Now the city was watching.

We had not only moved from our bumbling fringe life, but we had raised the bar in terms of our own levels of story telling. We were talking to a wider audience, and hence, we were challenging our approach. We had to become more vast.

But, at the end of the day, ATM for the Sydney Festival wasn’t obscenely different from our origins. We were given no money to get the show up, and were left again to self-fund rehearsals, design, props, travel, costumes, and labour. We were greatly assisted by Belvoir St Theatre and other bodies around the industry but basically it was no different. Our pockets, until the audience were sitting, were funding the show. We had no option to seek sponsorship as that would conflict with Sydney Festival sponsors, so again we were just “getting it up” ourselves.

What Sydney Festival did do, was provide a space, fabulous amounts of marketing, and ostensibly a place in a new and exciting contemporary festival. 

We were plonked in the NSW Bowlers Club. A 200 seat un-raked theatre above a Chinese Restaurant with the sweet sound of pokie machines dribbling in during more dramatic pauses. We performed eight shows and sold out most of them. 

Things were made easier by the fantastic press. We had feature editorials, spots on commercial radio stations, even a piece on the Today Show with Richard Wilkins which, for an independent company, was quite odd and good.

Come completion day, the eleven strong cast left a seven-week gig with around $800 to $1200 each – a sum of money that almost replicates the same amount of time spent in the fringe.

Again, they weren’t phased, for the electricity and rare vibe caught only from the pure fear of creating a new show from it’s most embryonic form is something that money cannot reward. The terrifying and thrilling roller coaster of this unknown beautiful is by far something you may not access when all is offered on a plate.

I give most of my luck in the last couple of years to the collaborative options I have had. Being friends with the cream of Sydney’s diverse talent has magnetised me to a vast array of gifted creatures in the sound, costume, directing and acting departments. And all these people, albeit professional, have been more than happy to work on an un-financial level. There is no money in theatre, but there is richness in other forms. 

So, if you’re frustrated and want to get a show up, the only advice I have is to be nice, be brave, and be really good. 

Brendan Cowell

English Pitches

This story first appeared in Equity, Autumn 2003

Anthony Hayes and I met in 1999 at a fundraiser for a play. Tony was 21 and already a startling actor respected in the industry for such AFI Award nominated performances as Stevie in the Australian film The Boys. 

He wanted to make a film. 

I was, at the time, a 22-year-old actor recently graduated from university who was moving around the film and theatre industries with reasonably sound success. 

I wanted to write a play. 

That very night Tony and I decided to form the company Roguestar Productions with the premise of making these two wants immediate realities. And we did. Within a year we staged the fringe theatre hit MEN, my first play, at the Old Fitzroy Theatre, Woolloomooloo, to a sell out season. Tony and I both performed in the piece. MEN went on to Belvoir Street for a one night only return, and is now finding a production in Melbourne and in the West End of London. 

In that same year Roguestar made Anthony’s film New Skin. A 56-minute short feature about a young couple with a needle stick love, written, directed and starring Anthony. The film was financed with the assistance of the NSW Film and Television Office and the kind support and investment of Mushroom Pictures. New Skin screened at the Chauvel Cinema Paddington, Valhalla in Glebe, St Kilda Film Festival 2001 and Sydney Film Festival 2002 where it won the Dendy Award for Best Short Feature. 

New Skin also played catalyst to Tony’s recent success as IF Awards Rising Talent Best New Director Award 2002. 

In this same year I became co-winner of the Prestigious Patrick White Playwright’s Award with my fourth play Bed and soon after my most recent play Rabbit won the 2002 Griffin Award and will premiere as the opening play of their 2003 season in April at the Stables.   

To date, Roguestar Productions has produced and performed three of my plays, Men, Happy New, and ATM which was named the sleeper hit of the 2002 Sydney Festival, as well as enjoying success with Tony’s debut film New Skin. 

With all these things happening, and our acting careers coincidentally progressing in isolation, Tony and I discovered that our profiles had lifted somewhat through the basic practice of getting out there and presenting our work. 

It was here we heard of the Gloria Dawn/Gloria Payten Foundation Award – an annual award presented to writers, directors or actors in the form of a travel grant which requires applicants to express why they need to travel to a certain place, what they need to do there and how that will be used upon returning to Australia. The premise being that all that information, study and experience will eventually find itself being re-injected into the Australian industry.


Anthony and I both felt we had enough on paper to stand a chance and decided that we would apply as a duo.

We decided we wanted to go to London as the theatre scene there is, by reputation, thriving and our favourite film makers, Mike Leigh, Ken Loach, Sydney Pollack, etc., live and work out of there. London is also, for actors, a great stepping-stone without wandering off into the fake plastic playground of Los Angeles.

We collected all sorts of letters of support from all the well known and respected Australian directors, producers, actors, production companies, theatres and so on that we had ever worked for and compiled an almost bible like application including all our scripts and reviews and images from past productions and films. We also set about contacting a plethora of UK and Europe production houses, theatres, artists, agencies and companies seeking permission/intent to meet and to discuss projects/techniques with us and handed it in to the Foundation.


We were successful and the sound pot of funding found us not twelve months later in London, with a full schedule of meetings, theatre dates, film lectures, pitching meetings and go-sees.


Tony and I pitched our television show pilot to several television production houses, pitched our (soon to be made) by Mushroom Pictures feature film Ten Empty to several film companies, saw film and theatre of all shapes and sizes, conferred and began relationships with fringe and mainstream theatres and discussed film making techniques and spent a day with Mike Leigh. 

Tony and I are very inspired by the work of Mike Leigh and so, in our film work together, have aimed for a similar truthfulness in story telling and approach. Mike was by no means an easy man to get to and, even upon meeting him, it took a while for him to realise that we weren’t just guys off the street but the genuine article, from which moment he asked us to come down to the London Film School and watch a screening of his new film, All or Nothing, and afterwards take part in a discussion/forum on the film. The day was amazing, and by the end of it we had insight into the way Mike manages to secure funding for his films without a script, idea or cast in place, how he works towards the script in his six month long actor workshops, how he finds and maintains these truths on set and throughout production, and a little of who he is as a man.


Tony and I then travelled briefly around Western Europe, seeing theatre and art in Paris, avant garde performance art in Amsterdam, researching the life of Franz Kafka in Prague and also simply looking at the world.


Now that we have returned, Tony and I are straight to work on a few projects. The POV film project, in which eight award winning directors make the one short screenplay (Tony is one of the directors, I wrote the screenplay) opened on the 28 November at Cinema Paris Fox Studios followed by a season across Hoyts Australia. Our feature film Ten Empty goes through its final draft and we begin meetings with financiers and I go into rehearsals for the STC play The Shape Of Things. 

So, the award we received from the late yet still generous Gloria’s will have instant karma and purpose. We have learnt much about the way it all works in London and Europe, started some fantastic global relationships with young and exciting companies and also with some quite large players. We return to Australia feeling refreshed, inspired and invigorated, as well as feeling like our approach to work has altered. We feel, in seeing and interacting with what we just have, stronger and broader as artists and as a team.

The art overseas is incredible, dynamic and, of course, puissant. But, Australia has a brilliant and unique industry and, in many ways, is actually leading the way. London is searching for the new wave, still suffering from the financial lull incurred by tragedies in America. And without their help, which corresponds to around 80% of UK film funding, they are left wanton and without project. In Australia, there seems to be a film industry that will never stop moving regardless of budget and shoulders to lean on – which many see as more hindrance than help to the industry, but with which I disagree. Our stories are crisp and fresh and honest and the pride we take in our execution is world class. Budget irrelevant, we make gritty parables on life in and around Australia. 

Theatre-wise, London’s West End has some absolute gold and some absolute dust. The high end shows will go forever and do their thing, the fringe theatre is hit and miss as most fringe scenes are. The same emotions are being expressed all over it though, of torment in the individual, of frustration with world leaders and, of course, truth through self-destruction. London fringe is wondering whether or not there is still a class battle alive in Britain whereas the works of new companies in the smaller theatres in Sydney, and the consistent level of good theatre from good artists in and around the main stream, for my mind, keeps us in our own class of inimitable storytellers. For the work is coloured from theatre to theatre, and there seems to be more risk, more art in place. Australian storytelling is a good world to escape and return to. 

I thank the late Gloria Dawn and the late Gloria Payten for the opportunity to see, meet and feel all that was thrown to me in the past two months. May they rest in peace in the knowledge two young artists have been lifted, challenged and inspired.


Brendan Cowell

The Monkey Baa Story

This article first appeared in Equity, Autumn 2003

Three actors sitting in a coffee shop on a wet and windy April morning seems an unlikely place for dreams to be woven. But when these dreams slowly come to fruition several years later, these same three actors would dearly love to return to that same coffee shop on that same wet and windy morning just for some idle chat, if only that precious commodity, Time, would now permit! Our then idleness, is now days, weeks and months filled with production meetings, writing meetings, grant application meetings and eventually rehearsals!

Monkey Baa Productions started in 1997 when this disgruntled trio of thespians, Eva Di Cesare, Sandra Eldridge and Tim McGarry were tired of bemoaning the woes of an industry already suffering up to 90% unemployment at any one time. Realizing our ‘bemoaning’ was falling on deaf ears, refocusing some of that energy seemed like a grand idea. But how? We’d all secretly harbored the idea of testing our writing skills but weren’t game to admit this deep desire. How about adapting a story into a play? The search for a children’s tale led us to Tim Winton’s The Bugalugs Bum Thief. We gingerly approached Tim Winton who loved the idea and happily agreed to give us the rights. We successfully applied for our first lot of funding from the NSW Ministry for the Arts, and the process began. Not quite sure how to actually start, we met, we ate, we talked, we ate some more and then ... we wrote!

With the play written, we employed the services of Glenn Hayden to direct, Nicola McIntosh to design, and, for the first leg of the tour, actor Helen Searle. The show quickly took shape. Monkey Baa’s inaugural production went on the road in 1998 touring Tasmania, Victoria and New South Wales. With three actors, no stage manager, a nice heavy wooden set and a hired ‘el cheapo’ van (sans mirrors, seatbelts and suspension), we set out on a five month odyssey. The tour saw several relationships come and go, countless visions of roadside carnage, sleepless nights in dark, dingy hotels, rough seas on the Tasman, bouts of influenza, laryngitis and pre-menstrual tension (well, two of us!) and with no less than five ‘el cheapo’ vans, collapsing under the stress, we SURVIVED, finishing with a season of packed houses at Glen Street Theatre in French’s Forest. 

The then Manager of Glen Street Theatre, Greg Randall, watched a performance of Bugalugs and hastily called us into his office for a meeting to discuss the future direction of the company. We hadn’t given much thought to the future, too exhausted having only just survived this experience! With his support and encouragement, our vision quickly expanded into producing work suitable for touring mainstream theatres nationally, and funding for such tours ‘spoilt’ us with comfortable beds in quiet four star motels, air travel and air conditioned Taragos!

Glen Street’s wonderful support continues to this day under the keen eye of its current incumbent, John Woodland, an association we truly relish and deeply appreciate. Once again, we have co-produced our third project, Morris Gleitzman’s Worry Warts, and are in discussion about our fourth adaptation – Andrew Daddo’s hilarious book, Sprung! to be directed by David Lynch. 

But I digress. 

In 1999 we launched headlong into our second adaptation, Gillian Rubinstein’s The Fairy’s Wings. Once again with Ministry funding, our production team of John Saunders directing, Mark Thompson designing and Martin Kinnane lighting, provided us with much ‘fairy magic’. We pitched our production at the Long Paddock Conference for Producers and Presenters, and The Fairy’s Wings was snapped up by 13 theatres nationally. With fantastic assistance and much needed advice from those resourceful ladies at Arts on Tour and funding from Playing Australia and the NSW Ministry, our next tour ensued. We were joined on stage by actor Jenelle Favazzo. The season finale took place at the Victorian Arts Centre during the October school holidays and the show promptly sold out!

Several venues urged us to revitalize our adaptation of Tim Winton’s The Bugalugs Bum Thief. Under the direction of John Saunders, design by Mark Thompson, lighting by that Kinnane chap and joined by actor Dean Atkinson, the show once again performed to capacity crowds and completed a very successful state tour of New South Wales performing in 14 venues. The Victorian Arts Centre once again invited us to perform in Melbourne and the show proved a winner!

We never dreamt our original coffee shop session would be the launching pad of such a thriving children’s theatre company.

Early in 2003, Monkey Baa will have employed eleven people in varying capacities in creating Morris Gleitzman’s Worry Warts, a delightful tale about a boy who strives to save his parents’ marriage with some wild and crazy schemes. This production, under the direction of Camilla Ah Kin, design of Robert Cousins and once again lit by Martin Kinnane, is being presented in 28 theatres in a five state national tour from March through to July 2003, to an estimated audience exceeding 20,000 young people and their families. Performing alongside the original ‘Monkey Baa-ites’ will be Tony Harvey and Brendon McDonall.

Monkey Baa Productions has been invited by the Johannesburg Youth Theatre to perform its adaptation of Tim Winton’s The Bugalugs Bum Thief in South Africa in late 2003. We are negotiating our first overseas tour.

So that’s the Monkey Baa story. 

The success of our triumvirate?  A combined ‘whacky’ sense of humour, a healthy respect for our varied skills in running a company and an open, honest working relationship (not to mention wonderful friendship) has allowed us to evolve at a steady pace. 

What the future holds, we’ll wait and see, but we three are truly blessed to have come this far and look forward to our next big adventure! 

Tim McGarry

P.S By the way, those el-cheapo vans on our original odyssey did have one hidden extra! Each day we’d alight from the van, after another exhausting but rewarding day on the road, only to discover our unprotected skin covered in a thin, pungent film of diesel – our diesel tan – at no extra cost!

Life After Drama School

This article first appeared in The Alliance Entertainment Edition Winter 2000

This article was inspired by frequent discussions with other graduates who do get a bit of professional work now and again – and wish it was more now, than then!

Leaving Drama School or long-term training can confront you with a myriad of emotions, opportunities and freedom. It can also leave you wishing you were still acting and performing every day.

To keep the inevitable post training blues away, there are no two ways about it – you have to keep doing it! No matter how small, you cannot replace the experience of performing. The work, practice and joy of preparing a scene, monologue, song or short sketch is invaluable and certainly keeps the spirit alive.

Now I know that this is easier said than done and that you can’t hibernate in your living room and prepare a bit acting just for yourself. Yes, you do need an audience of some sort, whether it is an audition, a group of acting/artist buddies, a reading of a mate’s play or latest work, or a sketch or song for a friend’s party. No reason is too small when the outcome confirms your choice to be an actor!

In order to stay a happy artist who keeps the acting depression at bay I also recommend doing the obvious: keep in touch with those people you trained or casually studied with, who you feel support you creatively. Even if it is only one or two acting buddies, it gives you the opportunity to motivate each other, try out some work and give you that all important outside eye. And why not? It’s better than sitting on the couch complaining about your lack of auditions or about not getting any commercial work at the moment (we have all done this). It is in spite of this that it is important to keep up our skills and craft because, indeed, our industry can be a killer to our self-esteem.

Admittedly, I count myself lucky because I graduated with a close and strong group of fellow actors. One week after finishing at Theatre Nepean many of us began having regular meetings to form a production company – ricochet working productions inc. This was because, like the plethora of independent companies that have emerged over the last five years, we all wanted to keep working no matter what and sustain the joy it gave us to be acting, frequently. The thought of using our chosen profession to pay the bills, as often as possible, wasn’t a bad thought either.

In our first year and a half we have managed to stay financially afloat (just) and achieve a highly successful major fundraiser ricochet on the rocks (Harbourside Brasserie ’99), establish a series of Education Drama Workshops authorised by the Department of Education, mount three theatre seasons with It’s My Party & I’ll Die If I Want To (TAP Gallery ’99), Shondelle the Tiger (Sydney Fringe Festival ’00) and Laughing in the Dark (Hobart Fringe Festival ’00) and, last but not least, the ricochet life-line: random ricochet, our monthly cabaret-style night at the East Village Hotel, Darlinghurst.

random ricochet is the best example of what to do to keep ‘artistically buoyant’ so to speak. It began simply because we wanted to have a performance goal each month. So, we would invite friends, family and industry members along to have a look and we would end up making some money to keep our office running. Now, just over a year later, we have opened random ricochet up to more actors, musicians, bands, singers, poets and comedians who are eager to test out new material in a non-threatening, friendly, intimate environment (the venue only holds 60 people). It has always proved to be a rewarding and fund night for performers and audience alike.

So if this appeals to you, we are keen to get more actors along to this night and keep more artists performing. This will help us keep ricochet’s broad industry goal of “more support, less competition” alive and kicking!

Any enquiries about random ricochet – the last Monday of every month with a colour theme running through each night in 2000 (May was yellow and June was white – coming up: Khaki July 31st, Rose August 28th, Ochre September 25th and Aqua October 30th). Feel free to call (02) 9371.2377 or email ricochetwproduc@ozemail.com.au
We would love to see you there!

Mel Rogan – Theatre Nepean, UWS Graduation 1998

ATTACHMENT C

The following article canvasses some of the issues confronting older performers.

This speech was first delivered by Julia Blake in June 2002 at the launch of Who’s Watching You Tonight – Australia’s New Audience & How To Capture It, a report prepared by the Government of Victoria. It was subsequently printed in Equity, Spring 2002. 

Old Age and the Arts

This is an appropriate time to be talking about seniors in the performing arts. A short time ago, in the USA, the legendary Elaine Stritch received a Tony Award for her own Broadway show. She was 78 years old, 13 years older than I am.

The same day, Michael Blakemore, an expatriate Australian now in his mid seventies, added to his Tony collection by winning another for the production Copenhagen. Would Blakemore still be directing at that age if had stayed in this country? I don’t think so and our cultural life would be the poorer. I’m afraid we don’t seem to place the same value on that lifetime accumulation of skills as they do in the USA. (Blakemore was recently invited back to direct Copenhagen here, but that is not the same thing.)

Recently, Melbourne saw the touring show The Hollow Crown, material hardly relevant to Australia but chosen as a vehicle for four wonderful English actors. It is noteworthy that the show was marketed on their advanced years and great experience. All four work regularly on stage and screen in Britain and elsewhere.

One of them, the superbly technical Ian Richardson, shot to fame a few years ago for his role as a corrupt politician in House of Cards and became a household name in England. But would that role have been filled here with an actor of his age, silver hair and craggy features? I doubt it. And yet the huge age gap between him and the young female journalists was one of the most powerful ingredients of the show.

We don’t cast shrewdly here, generally speaking. So I’m not just after more older characters to be written – I want the existing roles to be cast from a wider age range.

We cast too narrowly. Many roles are not age specific. Audiences of all ages appreciate the skills of older actors which can bring special benefits to a show. I recall gales of laughter in the cinema when I saw Geilguid as the butler in Arthur and at Ralph Richardson in Greystoke … and Ruth Gordon in Harold and Maude, an imaginative film which cleverly paired young and old performers and debunked perceptions of old age.

Of course, in Australia, we’ve had Mother and Son and of course it was made by the ABC. Can you imagine trying to sell that idea to a commercial set-up. “Look, I’ve got this great idea. A really funny show set around a dementia affected old lady and her ineffectual balding single son. It’s a load of laughs …!”

Yes, that show was one of our gems. It made a national icon of Ruth Cracknell and exposed the whole country to her exquisite comedy skills perfected over a long and diverse career. Young and old loved her. The scripts, of course, were masterly. As were the scripts years ago for Steptoe and Son from Britain, another show built on the concept of age mix.

But Mother and Son is the exception here – a show based on a central older female character.

Overseas, Judi Dench has series written for her. As she ages, she is becoming more not less visible on our screen (television and cinema). Richard Briers advanced age is one of the themes of Monarch of the Glen, squeezing comedy from the generation gap. And who can forget 90 year old Thora Hird, arthritic and genuinely immobile, in the Cream Cracker episode of Talking Heads, written for her by Alan Bennett.

Old faces look sensational on screen. Years of honing the comedy timing. Interesting old voices – what treasures they are!

Younger people adore old characters. They stay in the memory like familiar friends. I recall the adorable John Le Mesurier in Dad’s Army and dear old doddery Godfrey. Are You Being Served? Popular across a wide age range, spread from a 22 year old shop assistant through to the octogenarian store owner, Mr Grace.

Richard Wilson became a huge star in Britain for his crotchety retiree in One Foot in the Grave and now complains that he’s followed in the street by young people quoting his best known lines at him. Apparently, he decided to do not more episodes because he lost his anonymity. Half his luck, I say.

Look at the age range in Gosford Park. The richness, the humanity, the diversity of characters and ages. And the stylish skills of its brilliant director, Robert Altman, himself an old man.

Then look at this country. We neither cherish nor consolidate. The invisibility of our older directors, performers and other creative personnel is a cultural waste. It leads to blandness.

Coming out of a screening of Road to Nihill I heard a very young man say, “Where did they get all those old Aussie actors from?”. Where indeed? And there’s another question – where do the old Aussie actors go following a successful bit of exposure in their own country.

In the 1950s and 60s, some of our talent felt Australia was a cultural basket case and went abroad to forge careers. If their health and memories hold up, jobs still come up in their advanced years. I have several such friends still working in the UK. But sadly, those actors who chose to stay here and fight to build up the industry, lobbying for more local content, setting up the TV Make It Australian committee and so on, have paid a huge price for their loyalty. I’m sure they never dreamed that years later, when the industry was well and truly established, they would have fallen by the wayside, unused, rarely used or, in some cases, forgotten.

How can we afford such waste?

Overseas, Jason Robards got better and better, his voice and his face more and more interesting, culminating in his extraordinary appearance in Magnolia. Nigel Hawthorne was made a huge star by the Yes Minister series and spent the rest of his life in terrific roles, fending off many other offers. But would The Madness of King George have been filled by an actor of his years in Australia? We’ve just seen him on television playing Lord Melbourne in the two part series on Victoria and Albert. Look at all the old performers in that cast, wonderful lived-in faces. And such presence and authority. I feel casting here would have been younger overall.

Look around at the average age of the audience at an AFI Award Ceremony, or the Logies. It’s an eye opener. Very different from the Oscars, the Emmies and BAFTA.

It lacks weight!

As for myself … In 2001, I was nominated for an AFI Award for Innocence. Several newspapers commented on the predominance of youth in the Australian industry – one journalist remarking that in Hollywood I might get the “nostalgia vote”, which rather bemused me.

I didn’t get it. But I did win both the Independent Filmmakers Award and the Australian Film Critics Circle Award. The film was very successful here and has done well in the USA. I had the best reviews of my life for Innocence in America and was even invited to the USA, at his expense, by the Chicago critic, Roger Ebert.

But what have I done on screen since all that success? One tiny guest appearance, as a lonely spinster, in Blue Heelers. (I was offered a role in another series playing a World War II survivor of 80, but I told them that I hoped to graduate to that sort of thing at some future date!) I’ve got by on theatre work and considered myself lucky to get so much of that.

Innocence was an interesting experience, in terms of the feedback from young people. In Sydney, one day a young woman with tatts, short hair and a funky jacket called out to my husband, Terry Norris, and me, “Hey you guys – great movie.” And a young western suburbs labourer sitting next to me on an interstate flight stared and said, “I’ve just seen you in the film about the old lady having an affair.” Not our expected market for the film and he hadn’t wanted to go, but took his girlfriend’s mother for her birthday. They both shed a tear, he told me.

And of course, I was gratified. It reinforced by belief that a movie about the human spirit, made with integrity, can touch the heart across the age spectrum.

I reject the notion that audiences should be narrowly categorised, though I’m very aware of the marketing pressure to do so. I think that decision makers often underestimate and short change audiences, making assumptions which clip the potential of the work itself. Include older characters (other than peripheral clichés) and you widen the range of story possibilities. Narrow the age range and you reduce the potential. (Actually, some of the soapies have understood the story benefits of age mix and created older characters popular with younger viewers, Lizzie [Sheila Florance] in Prisoner is but one example. Currently, Neighbours gets great comic value from the substantial core of grey heads.)

I used to watch a show with my two daughters which serves as a vivid example – Golden Girls. The writers took a stock television situation, single women sharing a house, themes mainly sex and dating and gave it a brilliant freshness by setting it in a much older age range. The episode about buying condoms at the supermarket was hilarious and daring at the time. But of course Golden Girls needed wit, imagination, wisdom, actors, writers and directors who knew how to exploit the situation and a producer, backers and a television channel with the shrewdness and courage to do it. And it paid off!

There are thousands of stories out there in the community. Thousands of situations to be tapped. Currently life itself is more unexpected and more diverse than Australian television and film. We need the willingness and vision to draw from its richness. The audience is there and hungry for it, and getting older.

Oh – an afterthought. Getting back to 78 year old Elaine Stritch winning the Tony this year. This woman is adored in the USA – she is the personification of American showbiz. Just as she opened her mouth to start her speech, the camera moved in, the audience was rapt – and the television station broadcasting the awards cut to a commercial break. Our last view of Ms Strich was with her mouth open, having taken a breath. I ask you – would that have happened to the young and beautiful Julia Roberts? Who knows? But I doubt it.
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