





ing crystal clear image and sound quality
with each screening.

Cost savings are another major banafit
being touted by the digital cinema pro-
ponents. It currently takes a projectionist
approxmately five hours to make up and
break down a feature film for screening.
With digital delivery via satellite or fibre
optic cable, this process will be reduced
to a matter of minutes. In addition, freight
of 35mm prints, which currently costs
the global industry US$3 billion per year,
will be significantly reduced with digital
delivery. [n the early stages of digital
cinema, it is envisaged that content will ba
delivered from distributors via digital tape,
as satellite delivery will not be economi-
cally viable urtil multiple exhibitors can
receive comtent. For regional cinemas in
extremely remote areas, these reduced
delivary costs — whether taps, fibre optic
ar satellite delivery — could represent a
significant saving.

For Ward, one of the biggest drawcards
far exhibitors concemed about the costs
of comvarsion 1o digital cinema will ba
the alternative revenue streames this new
| technology can generate. Studio Eight, a
new organization founded by Elton John,
has 6000 programs available each year
for lve delivery via satellite, which can
range from prize fights to musicals, thea-
tre shows, classical concerts and football
matches. As Ward sees it, digital cinema
will enable cinema owners to program
atternative screening content to generate
other business durng the typical cinerma
down times, so that, "On a slow Man-
day night you might want to screen the
Firgtes of Penzance from the West End in
London.’

Digital cinema will also enable exhibitors
to generate greater advertising revenue,
as screen advertisers will no longer have
to supply advertisements on expensive
J5mm film. With the Cinamatica business
model, cinema owners will be abla to
lease the projector for the duration of the
pra-sereaning adverisements,

Despite the cost savings and alterna-
tive revenue streams offered by digital
cinema, it is still unclear how the actual
angaing operational costs will affect the
cinema owner. For Andre Bernard,

Ewen if an enfire plant was instalied at
the cost to an external parly, that is the
projector, server and nefwork connection,
then there would stilf be additional costs
to the cinema owner. For eaxample, the
tarmps in the profeciors are more experi-
sne and have a sharter (ffespan, main-
taining the fight on screen ata THX or
SMPTE laval will he far more Bxpensive,
and of course the aguipment is going to
require a much higher skill base for their
aperators,

For rary exhibitors, it is not just these
costs that they will have to bear, as it

is likely that many cinemeas will have to
operate dusl systems — both traditional
film and digital projection — until encugh
digital content becomes available, Since
the release of Aftack of the Clonas, there
have heen three times as many digital
cinemas inztalled and only double the
nurmber of digital features released.

A=z Head Projectionist for Echuca Para-
maount cinermas, Grant Davies has been
following the developments in digital cin-
ema with a close eye. Over the past two
years, Davies has been attending reguisr
information sessions and demonstrations
organized by the Independent Cinema
Association of Australia to inform cinama
owners of changes in digital cinema
technology. Despite the recent improva-
ments ta the technology, Davies is yet to
ba convingad that digital cinema is close
to a rollout phase in Australia.

| just cannot foresee digital cinema rolling
owit in Australia early mext vear [ think it is
move ke five 1o six years away. Every-
thing is just too premature, foo unfested.
Having said that, chviously if the studios
start releasing content digitaily; T will hava
mo chaice but to convert.

At this stage there is no organization

to facilitate the development of digital
cinama in Australis. In the US, Europs
and Asia, a number of bodies have bean
astablished to manage the research, de-
velopment and implementation of digital
cinema, including the European Digital
Cinema Forum in Sweden, The Digital
Cinema Consortium of Japan, the DT
DCMS Group on Digital Film Production
and Distribution in the UK, and Groupe
da Travail Cinéma Murmerigue in France.
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The Australian Film Commission is cur
rently developing a digital cinema trial to
take place at the end of 2005 in order to
research and evaluate the potential for a
digital cinema network in Australia. The
trial will be deliverad in partnership with
a digital cinema technology supplier and
will explore delivery via both satellite and
digital disk. Twalve cinemas located in
both metropolitan and regional Australia
will take part in the trial, which will run for
a period of three months. Sabina Wynn,
the AFC’s Industry and Cultural Develop-
ment Manager, says:

This trial will provide the AFC with direct
experience of a digital defivery mode!

o evaluate, in terms of both its future
viability a5 & fool for expanding access

to a whole range of aiverss Australian
programs, incfuding docurmentares, short
films and features, and itz possible impact
on fradifionsl cistribution and exhibition.

The AFC is optimistic about the imple-
mentstion of digital cinema in Australia,
seaing it as an opportunity to increase
Australia’s presence and performance
in the global digital media market, and
also to increase tha quantity and diver-
sity of Australian content on our cinema
screens. For Wiynn;

Audiences in the semaliest and most
remote couniry towns i Australia, that
currently do not get ta see many pro-
grams due to a busingss mode! that can't
econamically support them, would be
abe to view a film on tha same day as fts
raleasa in Sydney:

While projectionist Grant Davies is gener-
ally supportive of the transition to digital,
he believes that there are currenthy not
enough incentives for independant ex-
hibitars to make a significant investment
in the new technology. At this stage, the
potential costs to the exhibitor far out-
weigh the proposed benefits, particulardy
tar smaller regional independeants.

Most of thesa cinemas cowld not bear
any additional operating cosits. They are
struggling as it fs and offerr only run about
two or three days par week with an aver
age of thirfy or forfy people per session,

Far Davias, ane of the biggest problems




with Ward’s financial model is that it
presupposes significant cost savings
caupled with increased incoma from
altermnative revenue sfreams.

That is just not fhe case at all. Savings an
brdgat ftams such as freight will be fainy
insigrificant for exhibitors, We currently
sperd about S5000-86000 on retum
frefght per annum for 8 courier senvice
fram our distributor in Melbourne fo
Echuea. While the revenue that is pro-
posed from alfernative confemt, like ive
sporting everts or concerts, would prob-
ahly exceed a full day’s box office ravante
i our four cinamas, we could ot actually
afford the lfcense feas that go with them.

Despite the lack of support from the Aus-
tralian exhibition sector, there is no doubt
that digital cinerma will eventually bacome
the dominant global cinema delivery
system. With so many financial benefits
to the industry, mounting pressure from
the studios and distributors will inevitably
drive this change.

Onea of the key losses that Davies will be
mourning with the conversion to digital
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is exhibitors’ lack of control over cinama
operations. With digital delivery via satel-
lite, external leasing of equipment and
scheduling comtent off-site, ha feals that
the exhibitor will be nothing more than a
homogenized satellite receiver for content,

Ward is prepared for this kind of resist-
ance:

A ot of paople will disagres with this be-
cause it i3 in their inferest to disagree but
[ think they are on & losing batffe. Digital is
here to stay: It is not going anywhere and
it canr only get betfer

Cina of the most exciting developments
for Ward is 3D digital projection. At the
recent ShoWest convention in Las Vegas,
Ward attended a demonstration by
George Lucas and Titanic (1997) dirsctor
James Cameron:

We saw excerpts from Polar Express,
Aliens of the Deep, Star Wars: Episode [V
and The Sound of Music. it was just mind-
blowing. Everyone watching the demo
said it was he only wow factor of the
conferance,. That is going 1o be ane of the

majar; major, mafor pluses for digiial,

And ance again, George Lucas was there
championing the cause, claiming that

all future Lucasfilm productions will be
released in 30 and audiences will miss
out on viewing them if the industry does
not embrace these new technological
developments, However, looking at the
cument state of digital cinema in Australia,
it seems unlikely that digital delivery of
these new Hollywood blockbusters - et
alona their 30 counterparts — will reach
our shores anytime soon.
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