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Paul Pauwels, Director, European Documentary Network 
 

Good morning, ladies and gentlemen. 

 

Having been the worst film-school student ever, I am surprised - but feel very 

honoured - to stand in front of you today, to share the European Documentary 

Network’s views on how documentary could and maybe should be taught in 

these turbulent media days.  

 

Don’t get me wrong please. If I left film school with only a limited amount of 

extra acquired knowledge, the 35 years that followed - spent on different 

levels in the audio-visual industry - did teach me a lot.  

 

That education was done in the hard way, I can add. But isn’t that the best 

way of learning lessons? I certainly remember every one of them. 

 

Before I get started, let me make it clear that in today’s keynote I refer only to 

documentaries and not to anything that is related with teaching about feature 

film, although I hasten myself to say that I think that within the educational 

system there should not be a big divide between both.  

 

Under the influence of the recent technological developments, the border 

between both genres is becoming vague. More and more documentaries have 

a production value that is close to feature film, whereas many feature films 

start to have a documentary look and feel. 

 

I remember that when - 40 years ago - I entered the film school in Brussels, 

there was hardly any mention of documentary filmmaking in the curriculum.  

 

Fair enough, for in those days – at least on the continent - there didn’t really 

exist an independent documentary production sector where graduates could 

hope to find a job.    
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The reason for this was that until the middle of the eighties, public 

broadcasting was the main client of the emerging European audio-visual 

market and commissioning externally-produced documentaries was not high 

on their priority list. I think it was understandable that the educational system 

was mirroring that situation. How things have changed since then. 

 

My apologies for putting it this way and taking you on a trip down on memory 

lane but when my fellow students and i set first foot in the film school, in a way 

it was our entrance ticket to become part of some kind of elite.  

 

We were allowed to become members of a community of specialists who had 

a mission. The name of my school actually mentioned that we would be 

taught how to spread culture! Try to sell that idea to the politicians these days. 

 

We became part of a circle of professionals who where trained to work with 

very expensive and complicated-to-use devices and appliances.  

 

I deliberately don’t use the words “complicated to use technology” because 

basically the equipment we where working with was crude and largely based 

on mechanical principles.  The Maltese cross – essential part of film 

projectors – was celebrated as a major blessing for the film industry. I mention 

this, just to put things in perspective and to illustrate how things have moved 

on since then! 

 

But learning to work with cameras and microphones was just one side of the 

coin. On a more theoretical level, as students we were introduced to film 

history and analysis and quite a lot of attention was put into making us 

understand that working in the audio-visual industry also implied accepting a 

certain degree of responsibility towards the society that was paying our 

studies. 

 

We would become the gatekeepers of information and we were made to 

understand that the medium was the message.  Use it with care… that was 

the advice we got. 
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Yes, things were really simple back then, and I’m sure that you’ll agree with 

me that the situation has evolved enormously and the current film schools and 

training institutes are confronted with many challenges. 

 

How did it come this far? How did we end up in a situation where there are 

many questions but not that many clear answers? 

 

Bill Clinton would answer to that by saying: it’s the changing media value 

chain, stupid! 

 

Let’s start by talking about the distribution channels. For decades, the 

broadcasters have been managed by a rather limited group of people who 

would decide – top down – what the audience would see, and when and 

where they would do that.   

 

These people would also – indirectly – decide upon what kind of film 

education was provided, for the film schools – to which the decision makers 

where very often closely linked –, they were preparing the work force that was 

needed to produce the programs that this happy few would commission or 

support. There was hardly any competition between the broadcasters. 

Nobody counted eyeballs in those glorious days.  

 

Am I wrong when i say that as a result of this situation, in the sixties, 

seventies and eighties not a lot of exciting innovation took place within the 

traditional film education system?  

 

The situation i just described does no longer exist: today the audience is in 

charge. With unlimited access to all kinds of information and entertainment, 

available on all kinds of screens and devices, the viewer decides what to see, 

when to see it, where to see it and on which screen to see it.  

Push media have become pull media. 

 

You might object to what I’m saying and state that i should not be talking 

about the audience, but instead i should concentrate on those who in the  
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future will produce and direct the programs. After all, we’re training the 

filmmakers, not the audiences.  

 

I wish that I could agree with that, but as the saying goes: he who pays the 

piper calls the tune.  

 

As I just said… nowadays the audience is in charge. The audiences’ 

behaviour is being watched, analysed and scrutinized by all kind of research 

institutes and those data are being used by broadcast managers – and film 

producers alike – who on the basis of that information decide what kind of 

programs they will commission and distribute.  

 

This process does not only influence the content of the programs but also the 

form they take, and i think you will agree that this situation is not entirely a 

success as far as promoting creative documentary is concerned. 

 

But the evolution doesn’t stop there. Let me rephrase that: personally I think 

that we’re no longer in an evolutionary stage but we’re in the middle of a 

revolution. On a technological level more has happened during the past 10 

years then in the 100 years since the invention of film and i’m convinced that 

we ain’t seen nothing yet. 

 

The rapid development of the digital technology has turned the world of audio-

visual media upside down and this in a way that nobody could have imagined 

only 15 years ago.  

 

Changes in the media environment affect all levels of production and 

distribution. Certainly in the field of documentary this is the case. 

Today, in the documentary setting, everybody can call himself a producer, a 

director and/or a distributor.  

 

The access to rather cheap but high-quality recording devices, easily-

available software programmes for sound and image editing and post-

production, super-fast and not-so-expensive computers annex inexpensive  
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storage space and –  finally – the unlimited access to the uncensored 

distribution platform that is called internet, all these elements have completely 

changed the paradigm in which we used to work.  

 

How do you, as training institutes and film schools, react to that? 

 

In the beginning of this address, I mentioned that people of my generation 

were trained to become a member of a cultural elite. Has that elite 

disappeared? Yes and no. Exactly like in the “real” society we notice a shift 

towards the extremes: super rich or super poor and little in between. The 

middle classes are disappearing. The same goes for the audio-visual 

environment.  

 

Increasingly the production world is divided between on the one hand the 

commercially driven, international “big boys” who churn out formatted 

programming that is aiming at crowd pleasing, and on the other hand what i 

call the growing “do-it-yourself” generation that freely uses the available 

technology and caters for the need of the greedy-guts that is the internet. 

 

I don’t have to explain to you that the majority of the latter group has never 

seen a film school from the inside or never attended any form of professional 

audio-visual training. And still they manage to grasp the attention of hundreds 

of thousands of viewers when their productions go viral. 

 

What worries me here is not the fact that these people do not have any 

technical training – they prove every day that they don’t need it – but that 

nobody is pointing out to them that they have a weapon at their disposal that 

should be treated with care and caution. 

 

And this is my question to you: how much time and effort should training 

programs and film schools invest in teaching people how to deal with 

technology now that an idiot like me can record excellent images and quality 

sound?  
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And how much should they invest on the other hand in preparing their 

students to work with an extremely powerful tool that has the potential to 

influence peoples’ harts and minds?  

 

How much effort should be invested in making the students understand that 

by working in the media industry they hold a key to a better, more 

compassionate and more responsible world than the one we currently live in? 

Isn’t this what higher education is supposed to do? 

 

Could this difference in educational background become the distinctive 

element that will distinguish the professionals from the talented amateurs? 

Would this kind of education not allow to differentiate between just putting 

images and sound together and actually making a documentary? Isn’t this the 

way to make less but better documentaries? 

 

If your answer to that question is “yes”, than the million dollar questions 

becomes: how do we bring these “better” programmes to the audience? 

 

This leads me to another aspect of the current audio-visual world, namely the 

commissioning process and the distribution systems.  

 

If you allow me to refer to my young days again…   

 

Next to the three “F’s” of film financing (friends, family, fools) we actually had 

two main sources to finance our films: public broadcasters and film funds. In 

most countries public broadcasters only opened their doors for independent 

producers in the late eighties and film funds only started setting money aside 

for documentaries in that same period.  

 

Before that, documentary was a matter that was mainly dealt with in-house or 

one a fully commissioned basis, which boils down to the same.  

 

The period between 1990 and let’s say 2005 became the golden age of 

documentary. Broadcasters would put up serious sums of money and would  
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be interested in quality-driven and artistically high-standing, independently 

produced films.  

 

They would provide slots and strands and allow their audience to discover the 

great stories that the international documentary world would produce. They 

would take risks and allow young and promising filmmakers and producers to 

prove themselves and set the first steps towards the creation of innovative 

and sustainable production companies.   

 

It was the time when film schools would actively encourage their students to 

distinguish themselves and use the full scope of their talents to make 

surprising and excellent films. 

 

The broadcasters have been rewarded for that attitude, because this open 

and permissive system led to the creation of support funds like the media plan 

of the European union. This is a support system that over the years has 

siphoned millions of euros into original European documentaries. These were 

programs that the broadcasters could co-produce and acquire for a fraction of 

the actual cost.  

 

Until recently, the consecutive media plans put the emphasis on supporting 

creativity and diversity. Let a thousand flowers grow, our old comrade mao tse 

dong would have said.  

 

This rather joyful situation – broadcaster interest and political support - has 

led to the emergence of many independent training initiatives that were 

created outside film schools and that in most cases would concentrate on 

market access or project development and presentation.  

 

The issues they dealt with were mostly of a very practical nature: who are the 

funders on the European market? How to approach them in the best way? 

How to pitch your project in the most efficient manner? And so on.  
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For a certain period of time, these initiatives certainly deserved their spot on 

the educational scene and in many cases they would provide continued 

education to people who very often would come out of a traditional film school 

where these subjects had not been studied, and who now needed quick 

access to the professional world. 

 

I can only speak from my experiences within EDN, but on this level too a 

major shift can be seen and questions can be asked about the relevance of 

certain activities on the market.  

 

First of all: the broadcasters are losing their position as major funders and we 

might ask ourselves how useful it is to train professionals to approach and 

convince them when we know that in many cases the whole pitching game is 

just window dressing. 

 

We all know that the available money is a lot less than it was before and what 

is worse: in general there are a less slots available for documentaries. Those 

that still exist will very often tend to commission reality-TV or formatted 

documentaries and series only.  

 

How did this come about? Who are the people who take these kind of 

programming decisions? What happened to the people who once populated 

the management offices of the broadcasters and who considered themselves 

to be servants of a greater good and not just as result-driven managers?  

 

Isn’t there a task here to be found for you, to train those people who might not 

produce or direct the programs, but who understand the importance of media 

for an open and democratic society and who are prepared to fight the powers-

that-be in defence of good programming of meaningful content?  

 

Isn’t it your task to not only to provide these persons with intellectual 

arguments, but also with business skills that will allow them to protect the 

interests of a fragile sector in a ever-more commercial environment?  
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Speaking from personal experience i can testify that when i became a 

commissioning editor myself, after 20 years of having been an independent 

producer, when i entered the television offices, very soon i discovered two 

things:  

 

A) I had no clue how a broadcaster is run and organised – which put me in a 

very weak position during internal discussions and  

 

B) my colleagues who had been in the broadcaster for many years had no 

clue what it meant to run an independent production company.  

 

This of course was a recipe for disaster and led to a dialogue of the deaf.  

 

Once again i put the question to you: shouldn’t it be part of the curriculum to 

introduce the students to the business and strategy aspects that govern the 

current media environment and take a critical look at those? I think it should. 

 

Most probably I’m not the only one who thinks along those lines, for when I 

look at the Creative Europe programme – which replaces the former media 

2007 plan – i notice that there too the emphasis is now put on the support of 

stronger, sustainable, innovative companies that have the potential to invest 

in R&D and to conquer new markets.  

 

Did the emphasis of Creative Europe change because of a whim of one of the 

people in charge within the media unit? I don’t think so.  I believe that the 

program has been adapted under pressure of the changing media 

environment and needs. If Creative Europe adapts its mission, shouldn’t you 

do so too?  

 

When the current Creative Europe programme was announced, many were 

afraid that the emphasis would be put on the business aspects solely, and I’m 

happy to say that looking at the first results this seems not to be the case.  
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Among the winners there are still a lot of very creative documentaries, often 

coming from the smaller and vulnerable European territories. However, how 

many will make it to the screen in professional circumstances? I fear that 

many will shift towards the DIY environment, which is once again a waste of 

energy and money and it will lead to enhance the situation that I hate: too 

many so-called documentaries, not enough quality. 

 

What does surprise me is that within the applications that are received by 

Creative Europe there are a lot less projects from the countries with a strong 

production capacity like France and Germany. The same can be said for 

many of the pitching sessions where the number of good quality projects from 

those countries is significantly decreasing – “good” meaning being creative 

and aiming at a reasonably wide audience.  

 

Why is this happening? Are there less creatively driven producers and 

directors on the French and German markets? Or is it that they have adapted 

to the new circumstances in which it becomes very difficult to find funding for 

single or innovative projects and have they thrown in the towel and turned to 

produce formats that are more in demand and easier to sell?  

 

I believe it is the latter situation that we witness today, and personally i regret 

that, for it means that we’re losing our rich cultural diversity, an element that 

has always been our strong point in the struggle with the commercial 

production machine that attacks us from oversees and will overwhelm us in 

the coming years. 

 

I’m the first one to admit that money does count in our world, and i’m a strong 

defender of well-financed and well-managed production companies, but 

nevertheless, there is more under the sky than profit alone.  

 

In a media society that will never be the same as it was before and in which 

developing technology will create a need for constant change and innovation 

within the educational system, there should also be kept a place for reflection 

and contemplation.  
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In my opinion, the perfect environment to create or maintain that place is to be 

found in the traditional film schools.  

 

In that respect i believe that film analysis and history should be and stay an 

essential part of the curriculum. Learning from the past has always been a 

good method to avoid mistakes in the future and I’m old enough to have 

witnessed the wheel of time in motion: everything returns, sooner or later.  

 

Every time I try to talk to my film school students about a film or a 

documentary that is older than lets say 10 years – and which was not a 

commercial blockbuster – I’m surprised to notice how little they know about 

our cinema heritage and this really worries me. 

 

Film history, be it about feature film or documentary or even about just 

television, is an essential part of our European identity and I consider it an 

essential element in the curriculum of the film schools to keep that memory 

alive and to use it to create a better future.  

 

The subject might not be the most appealing to students, but I’m convinced 

that – if it’s delivered in a good way - this intellectual background is going to 

serve them well in their professional future.  

 

A multi-year study environment seems to be most suited for this content, for 

the purpose should not be to abash the students with facts, figures, names 

and historical dates, but to put all this information in a framework that will help 

them to execute their professional tasks in a well-considered and responsible 

way, well armed to counter the arguments of the growing group of populists 

who think that investing in culture is a waste of time and money. 

 

A word about the relation between film schools and the independent institutes 

for continuous education, as there are many these days.  

 

We at EDN consider the traditional film school system as a great added value 

to our cultural environment. Even if the access to the different levels of media  
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seems so easy these days, our society still needs well-trained people whose 

perception of things goes deeper than the flavour of the day.  

 

On the other hand, we can’t deny that for quite a while the distance between 

the theoretical teaching and the practice was too big.  

 

Many producers used to complain that the first thing they had to do after 

having hired a film school graduate was to erase all that the person had 

learned and to introduce them to the realities of life.  

 

Exaggerated a statement, I’m sure, but not without any truth in it. Our Head of 

Studies, Mikael Opstrup has been – like myself – an independent producer 

and has experienced first hand that the practical knowledge of many 

graduates was close to zero and their expectations were unrealistic.  

 

Often this has caused problems, for sometimes the shock between dream and 

reality was so big that talented people were unable to bridge the gap and 

stepped out of the rat race that is part and parcel of working in the audio-

visual world.  One could say that this is part of a selection process: only the 

strongest will survive. But that makes it a very expensive form of separating 

the real talents from the lesser gifted, and i fear that the collateral damage 

might just be too heavy.  

 

From the EDN workshops I learned that too many people – film school 

graduates and other – still don’t hold enough knowledge about the different 

aspects of producing and directing documentaries in real-life circumstances.  

 

We have recently launched a system of pre-workshop information meetings 

during which we introduce a selected group of participants to the basics of 

professional production and distribution, but we find this system a bit 

frustrating, for it can only be a crash-course with little time for the participants 

to assimilate and to digest the information that is handed to them. 
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With this in mind, EDN’s head of studies has now developed a film school 

programme with the aim of introducing this reality check in an earlier stage 

and to integrate it in the regular film school curriculum.   

 

With our from an idea to a project workshop we examine the elements that 

define a film projects potential and we introduce the team to the different 

decisions a documentary film team needs to take in an early stage. 

 

Our project presentation workshop concentrates on the issue how to present 

a film project in the development stage. We pay attention to the three different 

key presentation formats: the written, the verbal and the visual presentation. 

 

In the documentary pilot workshop we turn our attention to the creation of the 

indispensable 3-5 minute presentation pilot. What are the elements of a good 

pilot; what makes it a good marketing tool and a real means of artistic 

presentation of the film. 

 

For students in a further advanced stage we created the documentary 

openings workshop, focusing on the first few minutes of the film. We all know 

that these first minutes are crucial; not only to convince the audience to stay 

with you, but also to convince the commissioning editor, sales agent and 

buyer to watch the rest of the film.  

 

And for those who are ready to step into the professional life, we present the 

edn international documentary market workshop. We focus on the complex 

mix of commercial and cultural elements that form the European documentary 

film market. A general introduction to who are the players, what are they 

looking for and how to get to them and catch their attention? 

 

And here I stop this commercial break. 

 

EDN has the strong intention to create closer links with the different film 

schools, not only by providing the workshops i just mentioned, but also by  
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inviting the students and the educational staff to make full use the EDN 

website, on which relevant and practical information can be found. As you 

might know, the website is available to all – without a password being 

necessary – but for certain information a password and an EDN membership 

is obligatory.  

 

However, within the executive committee we are now examining how we can 

create a system that would allow film schools to use our website and data in a 

more accessible way. As a professional network, we consider it our duty to 

support all initiatives that can lead to a stronger documentary community and 

to the production of the best possible documentaries. 

 

Therefore I would like to end this speech by first of all thanking you for your 

attention, but also by extending my hand to you in the hope that soon we can 

combine our forces in a joint effort to offer the most suitable learning and 

training programs to your talented young documentary filmmakers that you 

are in charge of. 

 

Thank you very much. 


