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The National Film and Video Foundation is proud to have been a partner to the Encounters South African International Documentary Festival that celebrates 10 years of its existence this year. Our congratulations should go to two passionate individuals, Nodi Murphy and Steven Markovitz, who in 1999 launched the 1st South African International Documentary Festival in Cape Town without even asking for any support from the newly established NFVF.  On behalf of the Council and staff at the NFVF, we say, we are looking forward to a further ten years of a great partnership.
Indeed, we all have a number of reasons to celebrate, Encounters has grown and it continues to do so.  We want to celebrate Encounters for its commitment to screening South African product, one of the key considerations for us in continuing to support this festival. Having launched in 1999 with 17 South African films, we want to celebrate that in 2008 this number has grown to a new record of twenty-four South African documentaries being screened at this festival.  We celebrate this achievement because it defies the doom and gloom in some quarters of the industry about the viability and vibrancy of documentary film production.  

We cannot deny that as we look at the South African National Film Portfolio, guided by the Value Charter, one area that we excel in consistently as a country, is in the genre of documentary. According to Screen Africa in May alone, 24 documentaries were completed compared to 57 commercials, 4 shorts and 3 features. At the NFVF the number of applications for documentary development or production assistance is rising steadily in relation to other genres.   This suggests a growing interest among filmmakers and aspirant filmmakers in using the camera to document, educate and debate a wide variety of subjects.

Of course, the quality of the submissions has not been of a consistently high standard.  In many instances, filmmakers or aspirant filmmakers only have a great idea and very little else.  The experienced ones insist that an idea is all they need to make a film that will engage with complex socio-political issues affecting our daily lives.   We believe there is no reason to leave to chance that which we can predict and control – the only exception is breaking news and this is not a discussion about news.   

For this reason the NFVF in April launched Spark for Documentaries to provide training in conceptualizing documentary ideas, researching stories and writing scripts with strong central ideas or themes that can then be submitted for development or production funding.   This training, which is modeled closely on our very successful Spark for Narrative Fiction, is offered through Sediba, the skills and development program of the NFVF.  The first ten candidates have two more workshops and assignments to complete before they will be assessed for their understanding of the principles of documentary story telling.

It is my wish that at the 11th Encounters next year, a partnership between the two programs, Encounters and Spark for Documentaries would have developed for the benefit of our industry. It has always been NFVF’s view though that, as major funders and supporters of the South African festival sector, whilst we use these platforms to promote our work, we do not overwhelm the brand to an extent that the public is not in a position to distinguish between the festival and the institution that is the NFVF. 

Having said that, as the NFVF develops its Integrated Marketing and Promotional Campaign, we will be engaging in consultation with stakeholders on the rationalization of our festival market, to stop the proliferation of festivals by individuals that do not necessarily serve our industry but lead to the overstretching of scarce resources. We will be consulting with provinces and representative organizations in measuring the success and failure of some of our festival programs as a country in order to make an informed decision about how best to utilize our limited resources.  We need to realistically look at those international festivals and markets that work for our industry with the aim of supporting them adequately, whilst we close down those that do not work, without being too emotional about it. 

In conclusion, I would like to welcome our international guests, the Dutch Filmmaker, Sunny Bergman; Emmy award winner, director and producer, Stanley Nelson from the US; Cameroonian producer and director, Cyrille Masso and also, the South African surf legend and former world champion Shaun Tomson. I would also like to take this opportunity to congratulate South African, Don Edkins and his team for winning the Oscar for the documentary, “Taxi to the Dark Side” at this years Academy Awards.

Finally, I would like to laud the Producer’s Alliance and Independent Producers Organization in particular Rehad Desai, for the exemplary leadership position that they took against xenophobia in establishing the network, Filmmakers Against Racism. I look forward to watching the material produced as part of this campaign which I hope will reaffirm the notion that we are all brothers and sisters engaged in the same endeavour to live meaningful lives with a roof over our heads, food in our bellies, safety for our children and a better tomorrow.

Thank you.

