
National Cultural Policy Submission

Th e Hon . Tony Burke MP
Min is ter for th e Arts

By em a il on ly to cu ltura lpolicy@arts .gov.au

Dear Min is ter Burke

Freeplay, th e w orld’s  la rges t an d lon ges t run n in g In depen den t Gam es  Fes tiva l, w an ted to
con gra tula te you on  your appoin tm en t to th e Arts  portfolio an d w elcom e your reorien ta tion  of 
Crea tive Austra lia  as  th e sh ot in  th e a rm  th e sector n eeds  righ t n ow.

Who w e are

Freeplay s its  a t a  un ique in tersection  betw een  gam es , play an d a r t. We bridge th e gulf betw een  th e 
conven tion a l gam es  in dus try an d Victoria’s  rich  loca l a r ts  ecosys tem , focus in g on  sm a ll 
developers  an d a r ts  practition ers  to celebra te gam es  as  cu ltura l - n ot jus t com m ercia l - capita l.

Freeplay is  th e firs t s tep for m any Austra lian  em ergin g s tudios  in to th e broader gam es  ecosys tem . 
For tw en ty years , w e h ave h elped pla tform  an d sh ape n ow  w orld-ren ow n ed, aw ard-w in n in g 
s tudios  like Mass ive Mon s ter (Cult of th e Lam b), Witch Beam  (Un pack in g), League of Geek s
(Arm ello), House House (Un titled Goose Gam e), 2Pt In teractive (Heaven ly Bodies) an d Worm  Club
(Frog Detective). Many of th ese gam es  w ere fea tured for th e firs t tim e a t Freeplay’s  Para llels
sh ow case, an d th eir crea tors  w ere involved a t our flagsh ip Fes tiva l even t.

Betw een  our an n ua l Fes tiva l, our popular Para llels  sh ow case a t Melbourn e In tern a tion a l Gam es 
Week , th e globally s ign ifican t an d in fluen tia l Freeplay Aw ards  an d th e coun tless  sm a ll even ts  an d 
developm en t activities  w e do across  Melbourn e, Aus tra lia  an d th e Asia-Pacific, Freeplay is  th e 
bleedin g h ear t an d bleedin g edge of Austra lia’s  boom in g gam es  in dus try.

Creative Australia must recognise games  for their cultural - not jus t commercial - value.

Gam es  both  as  an  in dustry an d a  m edium  h ave m atured s ign ifican tly s in ce Freeplay’s  begin n in gs 
in  2004. Aus tra lian  in depen den t gam es  h ave h ad breakout success  com m ercia lly an d
in tern a tion a lly, w h ile phys ica l an d digita l gam es  con tin ue to grow  in  term s  of per capita  spen d
an d en gagem en t year on  year.

Freeplay invites  th e ren ew ed Creative Austra lia  to recon textualise gam es  less  as  an  in dus try an d 
m ore as  a  broad m edium  w h ere en gagem en t an d crea tion  h appen s  across  a  spectrum  of
in teraction s .



Much  as  it w ould be reductive to con flate a ll litera ture w ith  a  bes tsellers  lis t or a ll m us ic w ith  th e 
Top 40 ch ar ts , it’s  im portan t to n ot reduce gam es  an d associa ted m edia  like live play, digita l a r t
an d experien tia l an d im m ers ive a r t as  m erely its  m os t com m ercia lly successfu l form s .

As  such , it is  im portan t th a t th ere a re m ultiple fun din g s tream s , support n etw ork s , in s titu tion s
an d opportun ities  for en gagem en t a t every poin t a lon g th a t spectrum , from  s tuden ts  an d teach ers , 
in depen den t experim en ters , sm a ll s tudios  an d collectives , m a jor dom es tic s tudios  an d
in tern a tion a l s tudios .

Govern m en t support for gam es  in  Austra lia  h as  largely been  provided to m a jor s tudios  th rough 
tax in cen tives  or com m ercia l in dus try even ts , bu t it is  sm a ller a r tis tic an d experim en ta l w ork s
th a t a re th e back bon e of th e sector, con s tan tly reinvigora tin g an d tran s form in g th e m edium . Th e
ar tis tic frin ges  an d core keep th e sector viable, agile an d productive an d keep its  crea tive ta len t in 
w ork , in  practice an d th rough  its  fa llow  periods  like th e Grea t Recess ion  th a t shut m os t la rge 
s tudios’ presen ces  in  Aus tra lia  dow n ..

Wh ile Aus tra lia’s  gam es  an d screen  in dus tries  h ave s in ce recovered an d grow n , supportin g
organ isa tion s  like ours  h ave been  n eglected by lon ger term  fun din g, reducin g th e capacity of th e 
sector to uplift an d em pow er n ew  ta len t an d advocate for a r ts  w orkers  an d in depen den t crea tors .

Were it n ot for th e con tin ued investm en t an d support given  by th e Victorian  Govern m en t, us  a lon g 
w ith  m any oth er sm a ll a r ts  organ isa tion s  w ould h ave folded m uch  earlier. But as  th e recen t w ave 
of w in din gs-up sh ow, sm a ll a r ts  organ isa tion s , especia lly in  s till em ergin g a r tform s  like gam es , 
can  on ly survive for so lon g w ith out n a tion a l coordin a tion  an d support.

Recognis ing artis ts  as  w orkers , and games-makers  as  artis ts

Speak in g to your com m itm en t to th e a r tis t as  w orkers , Freeplay ask s  you to recogn ise an d reverse 
a  ten den cy to look  dow n  on  or exclude digita l ar tis ts  an d in depen den t screen  crea tors  - especia lly, 
experim en ta l an d a r tis tic gam em akers , film m akers  an d a r tis ts . Th ese sectors  a re on  th e bleedin g 
edge of cu ltura l reproduction , opera tin g w ith in  an d a roun d th e n ew  digita l fron tiers  for crea tin g, 
cura tin g, criticis in g an d sh a rin g w ork , but rem a in  subjected to extrem es  of exploita tion , beh olden 
to th e w h im s  of digita l pla tform s  an d m ultin a tion a l corpora tion s . Th ese a r tis ts  a re forced to 
scrape togeth er an  in com e from  m ultiple sh or t term  con tracts , casua l w ork , th e occas ion a l sm a ll 
gran t or govern m en t in com e support. Many s till live on  th e poverty lin e. Th eir lived experien ces 
a re accelera ted vis ion s  of th e in security an d despera tion  facin g th e w h ole a r ts  sector.

Movin g pas t our ow n  cu ltura l crin ge an d perception s  of m edium  pres tige for a r tis tic production
an d con sum ption  is  a  critica l firs t s tep in  better organ is in g across  a ll crea tive w orkers .

Th e con n ection  betw een  a r tis t as  w orker an d s tron g in s titu tion s  is  clear. Th e lack  of solidarity
am on g som e sectors  of a r ts  w orkers  (eith er betw een  con tractors  an d freelan cers  in  th e sam e 
sector com petin g for sm a ller an d m ore a tom ised in com es , or from  on e m edium  look in g dow n  on 
an oth er) is  exacerba ted by th e lack  of in s titu tion a lisa tion  across  th e en tire a r ts  sector.

To quote Auton om y’s Th e Artis t as  Worker report, “solidarity is  a  foun dation a l force for ch an ge,
an d … offered h ope, s tren gth  an d practica l support. Th e sectoral in equalities  in h eren t in  th e art



w orld are replicated across  oth er sectors  th a t a lso rely on  sh ort term  con tracts , an d are fam iliar 
to such  precarious , freelan ce w orkers , often  on  Sh eri h our con tracts  by an oth er n am e - in cludin g 
academ ics , journ a lis ts , m us ician s  an d actors . But in  con tracts  w ith  th ese oth er freelan ce sectors , 
artis ts  are very poorly represen ted w ith in  trade un ion s . … Poor ra tes  of un ion isa tion  m ean  th a t 
artis ts  often  go w ith out access  to advice an d support aroun d w ork in g righ ts  an d con dition s  an d 
are open  to exploita tion .”

Th e em ergen ce of Gam e Workers  Austra lia  w ith in  Profess ion a ls  Aus tra lia  is  prom is in g an d 
Freeplay is  proud to h ave supported th e un ion  in  its  in fan cy m any years  ago. How ever, th ese 
green  sh oots  rem a in  in  th e sh ade, pa led by th e a tom isa tion  an d a lien a tion  experien ced by 
everyon e in  th e sector an d th e on goin g in ability for m em ber-ow n ed dem ocra tic organ isa tion s , 
w h eth er th a t’s  un ion s  or advocacy organ isa tion s , to sus ta in  a  grow in g m em bersh ip w h en  th eir 
poten tia l m em bers  s truggle to pay th eir ow n  bills .

Support good governance, not jus t creative output

Freeplay is  on e of th e few  organ isa tion s  pla tform in g an d supportin g in depen den t, a r tfu l
gam em ak in g, in cludin g for titles  like Un titled Goose Gam e th a t s ta r ted sm a ll, bu t h ave gon e on  to 
becom e a  par t of global cu lture. But despite video gam es  bein g ta lked up for years  by s ta te an d 
federa l a r ts  s tra tegies , s ta te an d federa l govern m en ts  h ave con s is ten tly fa iled to back  th ose
com m itm en ts  up w ith  dem on s trable inves tm en t in  th e sector.

For exam ple, w e h ave n ever received m ulti-year fun din g despite decades  of success  an d a  proven 
track  record in  n ur turin g Austra lia’s  in dus try, an d bein g th e on ly n a tion a l organ isa tion  w ith  a 
focus  on  a r tis tic, experim en ta l an d early-career gam em akers  - w ith out w h om , th ere w ould be n o 
Austra lian  gam es  in dus try.

Sm a ll a r ts  organ isa tion s  like Freeplay play an  im portan t role in  bu ildin g sus ta in able practice, 
prom otin g experim en ta lism  an d crea tivity an d cura tin g k n ow ledge bases  an d opportun ities , as 
w ell as  bein g an  outlet for discuss ion  an d debate on  th e con dition s , s tresses , risk s  an d fa ilures 
faced by sm a ller s tudios  an d in depen den t crea tors . An  in s titu tion a l focus  on ly on  la rge a r ts 
organ isa tion s  an d es tablish m en t un ion ism  w ill fa il to serve th e m a jority of crea tors  w h o opera te 
on  th e frin ges  of com m ercia l production . Trea tin g sm a ll a r ts  organ isa tion s  as  m erely m ean s  to 
en sure com m iss ion s  an d even ts  occur ra th er th an  inves tin g in  core govern an ce an d
in ter-in s titu tion a l n etw ork s  w ill en sure th ose voices  con tin ue to be m argin a lised.

In  term s  of con crete action able, Freeplay invites  Crea tive Austra lia  to con s ider lon g-term  fun din g 
for sm a ll a r ts  organ isa tion s  like ours  em ph as is in g good govern an ce, secure jobs  an d sus ta in in g 
crea tive practice. We a lso invite you  to con s ider w h a t opportun ities  can  be given  to crea tors  in 
direct em ploym en t an d procurem en t by govern m en ts .

National coordination to remove barriers  to the fl ourishing of Australian games

Th ere is  a  fa ilure of da ta  an d th e Govern m en t m us t in s truct th e Austra lian  Bureau  of Sta tis tics  to 
regularly in quire in to cu ltura l involvem en t, con sum ption , reproduction  an d em ploym en t, w ith  a 
ren ew ed focus  on  livin g an d w ork in g con dition s  of a r ts  w orkers , crea tors  an d th ose on  th e frin ge 
of cu lture. We ech o th e ca lls  in  m any oth er subm iss ion s  for a  h olis tic reth in k  of our cu ltura l da ta 
collection  s tra tegy.



Federa l, s ta te an d loca l govern m en ts  a lso n eed to w ork  in  con cer t an d develop a  join ed-up
n a tion a l gam es  an d play s tra tegy. Th ey a lso n eed to look  a t better govern an ce an d red tape 
reduction  for sm aller n a tion a l ar ts  organ isa tion s , look in g a t w h a t ru les  res trict organ isa tion s  w ith 
a  n a tion a l rem it applyin g for activities  an d gran ts  outs ide th eir in corpora ted loca tion .

On  govern an ce, w e invite Crea tive Austra lia  to con s ider w h a t can  be don e to im prove divers ity 
both  on  a r ts  boards  an d in  sen ior crea tive leadersh ip. Notably, Crea tive Austra lia  sh ould 
inves tigate w h eth er a  Federal agen cy could directly pay h on oraria  an d provide accredited tra in in g 
to board m em bers  from  m argin a lised backgroun ds , especia lly Firs t Nation s  people. More n eeds  to 
be don e to en sure Firs t Nation s  people are properly rem un era ted an d recogn ised for th eir tim e an d 
w isdom  an d th a t burden  can n ot be born e by sm a ll a r ts  organ isa tion s  a lon e.

We also invite th e Govern m en t m ore broadly to con s ider th e precarity, poverty an d exploita tion  of 
a r tis ts  an d crea tors  an d to see m easures  aga in s t poverty, w h eth er th a t is  m ak in g socia l security
m ore access ible, equitable an d a t a  ra te above th e poverty lin e, in creas in g access  to public h ous in g
an d m ak in g ren tin g fa irer an d m ore a ffordable, or buildin g our cities  in  a  w ay th a t crea te m ore
an d m ore a ffordable spaces  for crea tivity.

A creative city is  an  access ible city an d a  creative n a tion  is  a  fa ir n a tion . Arts  policies  th a t do n ot 
ackn ow ledge th a t decis ion s  aroun d h ousin g affordability, socia l security an d urban  plan n in g a re 
directly tied to our crea tive an d cu ltura l capacity w ill fur th er cem en t th e a r ts  as  a  playth in g for
th e w ea lthy.

We w elcom e th e Departm en t to both  publish  our subm iss ion  an d to quote our subm iss ion  in  th e
fin a l report. We are a lso ava ilable for fur th er con su lta tion , eith er in  person , on lin e or in  w ritin g.

Yours  s in cerely,

Claire Merquita
Ch a irperson

on  beh alf of th e board of Freeplay In c.: Claire Merquita , Georgia  Sym on s , Travis  J ordan , Alice 
Pryor, Dr Helen  Stuckey, Dr Dan  Goldin g, Dr Douglas  Wilson  an d J ason  Im m s



About Freeplay

Freeplay is  th e w orld’s  lon ges t-run n in g in depen den t gam es  fes tiva l, a t h om e in  Melbourn e.

Freeplay h os ts  th ree of Austra lia’s  prem ier gam em ak in g even ts  each  year: th e Fes tiva l, th e
Aw ards  an d Para llels  a t Melbourn e In tern a tion a l Gam es  Week . Freeplay a lso w ork s  w ith  loca l
an d s ta te govern m en ts  across  Austra lia  an d partn ers  w ith  oth er fes tiva ls  an d cu ltura l in s titu tion s 
to m ake Austra lia’s  in depen den t gam es  m ore access ible. Over th e las t th ree years , Freeplay h as 
a lso par tn ered w ith  s ta te govern m en ts  to directly com m iss ion  n ew  in teractive a r t pieces .

Freeplay draw s  Austra lia’s  in depen den t gam es  com m un ity togeth er a t its  con feren ce, exh ibition s , 
w ork sh ops , an d aw ards . We join  players , m akers , critics , academ ics , s tuden ts , an d fam ilies  in  a 
critica l celebra tion  of th e a r tis try of in depen den t gam es  an d playfu l cu lture.

Freeplay h as  a  proud h is tory of un coverin g, sh ow cas in g, an d h igh ligh tin g loca l in depen den t
gam es  a t both  its  sh ow cases  an d aw ards , in cludin g J olly Rover (Bes t Aus tra lian  Gam e 2010),
An tich am ber (Bes t Aus tra lian  Gam e 2011), Stickets (Bes t Aus tra lian  Gam e 2012), Fram ed (Bes t 
Aus tra lian  Gam e 2013), Push  Me Pull You (Th e Freeplay Aw ard 2015), Th e Catacom bs  of Solaris 
(Th e Freeplay Aw ard 2018), New  Ice York (Th e Freeplay Aw ard 2019), A Han d w ith  Many Fin gers 
(Th e Freeplay Aw ard 2020), an d Um uran gi Gen era tion (Th e Freeplay Aw ard 2021).

Freeplay is  a lso h os t to th e m uch  loved Para llels  sh ow case, fea turin g sh or t ta lk s  an d h ear tfelt
gam es . Para llels  h as  debuted m any loca l favourites , in cludin g Magis ter Ludi (Para llels  2014), 
Paperbark (Para llels  2015), Kn uck le San dw ich (Para llels 2015), Floren ce (Para llels  2017), Un titled 
Goose Gam e (Para llels  2017), Noven a (Para llels  2018), Dead Sta tic Drive (Para llels  2018), Heaven ly 
Bodies (Para llels  2019), Mutazion e (Para llels  2019), Way to th e Woods (Para llels  2019), th e Frog 
Detective Series  (Para llels  2019), Webbed (Para llels 2020), an d Cult of th e Lam b (Para llels  2021).

Icon ica lly Melbourn e, Freeplay h as  con s is ten tly been  par t of th e city’s  cu lture, h avin g par tn ered
w ith  ACMI, Sta te Library of Victoria , Next Wave, Th e Wh eeler Cen tre, Federa tion  Square, Arts
Cen tre Melbourn e, NGV, Testin g Groun ds , Sitew orks , Arts  House, City of Melbourn e, Crea tive 
Victoria , an d RMIT over th e years .

Freeplay con tin ues  to ch am pion  creative an d artis tic explora tion  an d experim en ta tion  in  gam es , 
supportin g grass roots  a r tis ts  an d gam e m akers  in  Melbourn e, Aus tra lia , an d its  n eares t
n eigh bours , an d pos ition in g gam em ak in g as  a r ts  practice as  gam es  con tin ue to grow  an d ga in
cultura l s ign ifican ce an d legitim acy.

Form er Freeplay creative directors  in clude Terry Burdak , Ch ad Toprak , Dan  Goldin g, Harry Lee, 
Katie William s , Paul Callagh an , Eve Pen ford-Den n is , Kath arin e Neil an d Marcus  Westbury.

Freeplay is  crea ted on  th e lan ds  of th e Wurun djeri an d Boon  Wurrun g people of th e Kulin  Nation 
an d ack n ow ledges  th ey are th e Tradition a l Cus todian s  of th e Lan ds  upon  w h ich  our even ts  take 
place. We pay respect to th eir Elders  pas t an d presen t, an d to a ll Firs t Nation s  people in  th e w ider 
com m un ity an d beyon d. Sovereign ty w as  n ever ceded, an d th is  a lw ays  w as  an d a lw ays  w ill be 
Aborigin a l lan d.


