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Independent cinemas in particular are deeply embedded in their local communities. They host 

school events, fundraisers, festivals, Q&As, community screenings, seniors’ sessions, local 

premieres, charity events and civic gatherings. In many regional towns they are among the few 

venues capable of bringing large groups together for cultural activity. 

Cinema also supports local economies. A trip to the cinema is often linked to spending in 

nearby restaurants, bars, cafes, retail and transport. The presence of an active cinema can 

strengthen night-time economies, main streets and town centres. Where cinemas close, the 

loss is rarely confined to the cinema business alone. It affects local cultural life, local 

employment and surrounding businesses. 

For these reasons, cinemas should be understood alongside libraries, galleries, museums, 

performing arts centres and community halls as part of Australia’s cultural and civic 

infrastructure. 

2. Cinema is where screen culture becomes public culture 
Australia has long recognised the importance of screen production. Public investment supports 

development, production, post-production, distribution and promotion. These interventions are 

necessary and valuable. However, a screen work does not fulfil its cultural purpose simply by 

being made. It must be seen. 

Cinema remains the most powerful public setting in which Australian screen stories become 

shared cultural events. A theatrical release gives a film visibility, legitimacy and public 

presence. It creates reviews, word of mouth, community discussion, media attention and 

downstream value across later release platforms. 

This is particularly important for Australian films. Without a viable exhibition sector, Australian 

screen stories risk becoming less visible, less communal and less able to reach audiences 

beyond niche or algorithmically determined pathways. 

A national cultural policy should therefore recognise exhibition as part of the screen value 

chain. The current policy framework often treats exhibition as external to cultural policy, despite 

cinemas being the point at which many Australians actually experience screen culture. This 

creates a structural gap between public investment in production and public access to the work 

created. 

The next National Cultural Policy should close that gap. 

3. Cultural access is also an infrastructure question 
Cultural participation depends on infrastructure. For cinema, that infrastructure includes 

screens, seating, sound, projection, accessibility, building compliance, energy systems, digital 

connectivity and trained staff. 

Independent cinemas operate on tight margins. Many are small businesses or family 

businesses. Many serve regional or outer suburban communities where cultural alternatives 

are limited. These cinemas deliver public cultural value, but they do not always have the 

balance sheet capacity to manage major infrastructure renewal without support. 

This is particularly urgent because the sector is approaching a second digital transition. 
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4. Digital Mark II should be managed nationally 
ICA recommends that the Australian Government recognise Digital Mark II as a national 

cultural infrastructure priority. 

Australia is potentially facing an estimated $138 million cinema infrastructure renewal task over 

the next four years, with approximately 60% of the national projection fleet approaching 

replacement or major refurbishment age. Without strategic intervention, the greatest risk 

exposure sits in regional, outer suburban and culturally underserved communities where 

replacement economics are weakest but dependence on local cinema infrastructure is often 

strongest. 

This does not require government to replace normal commercial investment. Rather, it requires 

a planned, targeted and evidence-based framework that identifies where public support is 

justified because the cultural, civic and regional access benefits exceed the private commercial 

return. 

A national approach could include: 

• a national audit of digital cinema infrastructure condition, age and replacement risk 

• priority mapping of regional, outer suburban and culturally underserved communities 

• targeted grants or low-interest loans for digital projection renewal 

• energy-efficiency and sustainability upgrades linked to equipment replacement 

• support for accessibility improvements, including captioning, audio description and venue 

access 

• recognition of cinemas within regional development, night-time economy and cultural 

infrastructure programs 

• coordination with Screen Australia, Creative Australia, state screen agencies and regional 

development bodies 

The policy goal should be clear: no Australian community should lose access to cinema simply 

because the second digital transition was not anticipated, planned for or strategically 

supported. 

5. Cinemas support the objectives of national cultural policy 
Cinemas directly support the objectives of a national cultural policy concerned with access, 

participation, sustainability, cultural diversity and place-based cultural life. 

They support: 

Access: Cinemas provide regular, affordable access to Australian and international screen 

culture. 

Participation: Cinema attendance is a mass cultural activity, not limited to specialist arts 

audiences. 

Regional equity: Independent cinemas often provide cultural access in places without major 

performing arts or screen institutions. 

Australian stories: Cinemas give Australian films public visibility and help turn screen works 

into shared national conversation. 
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Economic resilience: Cinemas support local employment, hospitality, retail and night-time 

activity. 

Social connection: Cinemas provide safe, inclusive spaces where people gather, share 

stories and participate in community life. 

Cultural continuity: Many cinemas are long-standing local institutions with heritage, memory 

and civic significance. 

A policy that values cultural participation must value the places where participation happens. 
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6. Recommendations 
Independent Cinemas Australia recommends that the next National Cultural Policy: 

1. Recognise cinema exhibition as essential cultural and civic infrastructure within Australia’s 

national cultural policy framework. 

2. Acknowledge exhibition as a necessary part of the screen value chain, ensuring policy 

supports not only the making of Australian stories but also public access to those stories. 

3. Develop a national Digital Mark II framework to assess and support the renewal of ageing 

digital cinema infrastructure. 

4. Create targeted cultural infrastructure support for independent and regional cinemas, with 

priority given to communities where cinema access is most vulnerable. 

5. Ensure cinemas are eligible for relevant cultural, regional development, sustainability, 

accessibility and night-time economy programs. 

6. Improve national data collection on cinema access, attendance, screen infrastructure and 

regional cultural participation, so policy can be guided by evidence. 

7. Encourage collaboration between Screen Australia, Creative Australia, state screen 

agencies, regional development bodies and industry to support audience access and 

exhibition sustainability. 

Conclusion 
Cinemas are where screen culture becomes public culture. 

They are places of access, participation, employment, community connection and shared 

national storytelling. They support Australian films, local economies, regional communities and 

the social life of towns and suburbs across the country. 

The next National Cultural Policy should recognise that cultural policy does not end when a 

work is made. It must also consider whether Australians can see it, where they can see it, and 

whether the infrastructure that makes that possible is secure. 

Independent cinemas are commercially active, but they also deliver clear public value. They 

are cultural and civic infrastructure. They should be recognised and supported as such. 

Digital Mark II is the immediate test. If managed well, it can strengthen cultural access, 

modernise cinema infrastructure and protect regional participation for the next decade. If 

ignored, it risks leaving communities without the venues that make screen culture visible, 

shared and alive. 

ICA urges the Australian Government to recognise cinema exhibition as an essential part of 

Australia’s cultural future.
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Use of Evidence 

For policy and advocacy purposes, cinema-specific claims should be made carefully. The 

strongest direct cinema evidence concerns self-reported wellbeing, cinema venue valuation, 

public cultural participation and local economic value. The strongest wider evidence concerns 

cultural attendance, arts engagement, loneliness, depression risk, social prescribing and 

wellbeing. 

Claims about clinical mental-health outcomes, disability outcomes or avoided public costs 

should be framed as plausible and evidence-aligned unless supported by local program data. 

Where a cinema participates in a social-prescribing, seniors, disability-access or community-

health initiative, evaluation data should be collected to strengthen future subsidy and 

partnership cases. 

 

 

 


