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Abstract

The aim of this introduction is to provide a brief history of policy interventions in Ireland towards the
audiovisual industries; to identify some key themes from the contents of this special issue, but also
to think about why this special issue is timely. It interrogates issues of culture, of policy, definitions
of the audiovisual, but primarily interrogations of how these questions and issues are framed by
national, supranational and global policymakers.
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Special Issue Foreword: Audiovisual cultural policy in
Ireland

From the initial development of this special issue in 2022 to the final publication in 2024 there have
been a number of significant developments in the lIrish audiovisual industries landscape. It is
tempting to focus primarily on such recent changes including the success of the Oscar nominated
Irish-language film An Cailin Ciuin (2022), Irish-language feature film Kneecap (2024) winning an
award at Sundance Film Festival (Screen Ireland, 2024), the increase in the maximum amount for
Section 481 to €125M March 2024 (Department of Finance, 2024), the introduction of a tax credit
for digital games (Section 481A; see O'Brien in this issue), and controversies shaping RTE, the
public service broadcaster (Dalton, 2024). However, while these issues do inform some of the
articles in this special issue, it is better to take a step back and think about the higher context of the
policies that are shaping our engagement with the audiovisual industries. Policies are more than
specific individual measures such as the tax credit or a change in funding for RTE. Instead, we
need to take an overarching view of how and why policies that shape our engagement with
audiovisual media forms such as film, TV and new media are developed and implemented.

The policies that shape the audiovisual industries can be categorised within a number of different
academic discourses, including media industries policy, communications theory, or the field of
cultural policy. Given the remit of the Irish Journal of Arts Management and Cultural Policy
(IJAMCP), the tendency in this introduction is to consider interventions within the context of cultural
policy. However, the various submissions take different approaches and thus framing policy
analysis within the field of cultural policy only is overly narrow. A useful (if limiting) definition of
cultural policy is ‘the range of activities that governments undertake—or do not undertake—in the
arena of culture’ (Gray, 2010, p. 222). Instead, this introduction posits that it is important to
recognise that cultural forms are deeply affected by public policies in other ‘arenas’ such as
taxation, labour, education and health. Thus, a much broader understanding of cultural policies is
used in this special issue to reflect the wide variety of media forms, policy interventions and
theoretical underpinnings used throughout.
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The primary focus of this special issue is what is understood as an audiovisual cultural policy. It is
worth unpacking the meaning of this term. Here, a broad approach is taken to defining what is or is
not an audiovisual cultural policy. The definition of the subject matter of this special issue is in
some way a retroactive decision, defined and shaped by the submissions received. When drafting
the call for papers, some thought was put into the framing of the areas of interest. To do so, a
working definition of ‘audiovisual cultural policy’ was developed to encompass considerations of
policies that shape film, TV, public service media, new media and digital games, to reflect the
complexity of media as a form of creation and expression The scope of the special issue reflects
understandings of the audiovisual as an art form, but also simultaneously as an industrial form,
and a form that reflects and constitutes identity.

The understanding of what constitutes policies is equally broad. The focus of this issue includes
direct policies such as those that shape funding and regulation, but it also includes policies in
adjacent areas such as education, inclusivity, labour laws, tax policies, and much more. In line with
Gray’s definition above, policy omissions are equally relevant. In an era of instrumentalist
discourse around forms of culture, lack of policies towards certain aspects of the arts are also
significant and require analysis.

Further, defining what is included in the concept of the audiovisual is equally complex. The
audiovisual can be defined in different ways. It is possible to take a technological approach, a
policy approach or an industry one. In the context of this special issue the audiovisual is
understood as forms of expression that incorporate aspects of the visual. However, this special
issue focuses on particular on those forms of audiovisual industries that are within area of cultural
and creative expression and thus have social, representational and entertainment value.

We must remind ourselves that public policies are encapsulations of hope and aspiration. Policies
are put in place to achieve specific objectives. However, these objectives may be undefined,
opaque or misguided. Various policy theories have been developed to try and predict how policies
might turn out (Cairney, 2019). Policy is understood here as the impact of the state’s actions or
inactions. The state is not a coherent entity however, with different institutions within it taking
different approaches to cultural development, and at times with different agendas. For Flew, there
are three main actors shaping audiovisual policy ‘the state (the core executive), the market (private
and business actors including the media) and civil society (voluntary and community sector actors)’
(Flew et al., 2016, p.7). To this we can add the supranational entity that is the European Union and
other global institutions such as UNESCO (United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural
Organization).

The intentions of policies driving development of the audiovisual in Ireland include both concrete
and ideological imperatives. The current rhetoric of state intervention in Irish policy is one of
economic stability, of job creation and of representing Irishness on the global stage. This outward
focus is not only a culturally ideological soft power approach but is also a foreign direct investment
(FDI) driven inward economic focus.

From an Irish perspective, the intervention of the state in the audiovisual cultural industries has
been marked by a number of key drivers. These include:

1. Transnational or global flows of production and consumption;
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2. Instrumentalised discourses;

3. The continued relevance of the local and national;

4. The role of and funding of traditional and new forms of media;
5. The importance of employment within media industries.

The policy context within which the Irish audiovisual industries operate has changed significantly
over the past decades. Historically driven by a dominant religious ethos, Irish policy is now
primarily shaped by global market forces. Ireland is a small nation on the edge of Europe with a
primarily English-speaking population that is now resolutely framed as part of the globalised
production landscape. From a policy perspective, many of the support and funding policies that
shape Irish cultural output are dominated by a global outlook. It is taken for granted that isolationist
policies may not serve the Irish cultural sector: the dominance of the English language because of
800 years+ of colonisation means that Irish audiovisual products are competing on a world stage
primarily dominated by Hollywood output.

Flynn and Tracy’s history of Irish film points to the invisibility of Ireland in early cinema, with
dominance by nonresident producers such as the New York-based Kalem Company (Flynn and
Tracy, 2019, p. 2). Policy interventions were driven by instrumentalised approaches, with Flynn
and Tracy holding that ‘[u]ntil the 1990s, film was regarded by the Irish state as an industrial
undertaking rather than a cultural one’ (ibid, p. 4). The advent of cinema in Ireland roughly
coincides with the founding of the Irish Free State during which time there was little economic or
political desire to support a film industry (Flynn and Tracy, 2019). Rockett identifies a number of
issues leading to lack of support for an early indigenous film industry, including the significant
economic and logistic problems facing the new Irish state post-independence (Gibbons et al.,
1988). Further, the world geopolitical situation brought about by two World Wars affected the
cinema industries across Europe allowing for the rise in dominance of the Hollywood industry. This
led to the establishment of subsidised local industries in some European countries, such as the
Eady Levy in the United Kingdom (Hill, 2016) and a subsidy in Italy (Wagstaff, 1984). However, the
recognition during the latter part of the twentieth century of the possible broader benefits of a film
industry in Ireland led to a shift in policy on the part of the Irish government. The identification of
potential instrumental value of production of film in Ireland, albeit mostly by overseas production
companies, led to the establishment (and shaping of) the Ardmore Film Studios, and later to the
introduction of an innovative taxation policy in the form of Section 35 of the Finance Act, 1987
(1987).

Post World War 11, there is evidence of a focus on provision for infrastructure for Irish film, as
opposed to an actual film industry, a nuance provided by Barton (2004, p. 64-65). The
establishment of the Irish Film Board/Bord Scannan na hEireann in 1980 (now known as Screen
Ireland/Fis Eireann) provided a funding and support resource, initially for Irish film development
and subsequently for TV production and, from 2023, for digital games.

In relation to the development of public service broadcasting, a useful perspective is given by
Ramsey’s work (Ramsey, 2018). The Irish public service broadcaster, Raidié Teilifis Eireann (RTE)
was launched in 1961 following the Broadcasting Authority Act, 1960 (1960) and has delivered
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public service content since then. The recognition by the Irish regulators of the importance of Irish
language broadcasting led to the establishment of a dedicated Irish language TV station, TG4, in
1996. Prior to the development of TG4, the Irish public service media sector was dominated by
English language materials. Given lIreland’s proximity to the UK, access to UK broadcasting
material has long been a feature of the Irish cultural landscape. Further, the consumption of online
platform material which can traverse geographical boundaries similarly offers a challenge to the
consumption of Irish-grown materials. The reforms brought about following the Future of Media
Commission/An Coimisiun um Thodhchai na Mean report (2022), the dissolution of the former
Broadcasting Authority of Ireland/Udaras Craolachain na hEireann (BAI), and the establishment of
Coimisiun na Mean following the provisions of the Online Safety and Media Regulation Act (2022)
brings about significant changes for the regulation of media in Ireland, as covered in this special
issue by Commission member Professor Gillian Doyle.

What this brief history shows is a complex maze of intentions to support cultural and creative
expression in the context of industries that are both creative forms of expression but also
economically valuable. Economic value has been primarily measured in terms of job creation, tax
take and development of exploitable intellectual property. An interrogation of the trajectory of
reports on media industries illustrates a similar complexity. There is insufficient space in this
introduction to cover the entire body of reports on film, TV and digital media, but an analysis of
some highlights is of interest. The Huston Report on the Irish film industries, published in 1968 by
a committee headed by noted Hollywood director John Huston (Flynn, 2007) argued for the need
to support indigenous film development as well as inward investment. A swathe of reports on
Section 481 in 2022 were commissioned to save it from being scrapped under austerity measures.
More recently, the development of the first national cultural policy framework in Ireland under
Culture 2025 (Hadley et al., 2020) was symbolically significant. Additionally, the recent launch of a
Roadmap for the Digital Creative industries (Government of Ireland, 2024) similarly is important in
its recognition of the importance of the cultural, social and economic aspects of digital creative
industries, which were historically primarily valued for their economic potential. However, again,
reports and roadmaps are wish lists or expressions of desire. It is only when they are put into
action that they can be considered effective.

The articles all deal with different aspects of what the audiovisual is and push the boundaries of
our understanding of policy interventions. The articles are varied in approach, topic and
positionality. What they all share however is an understanding of the recognition within policy
discourses of the importance of culture as both a form of soft power and as an economic driver,
and a wish to extend our understanding of key issues in audiovisual policy.

Gillian Doyle’s article covers the report of the Future of Media Commission, providing a unique
perspective as a member of the committee and a media industries academic. A number of articles,
including Noonan’s article on screen agencies and Crosson’s on Irish language film funding, cover
what we might consider institutional insights. Murphy’s coverage of labour issues and Rogers’
insights into the structural aspects of music both illustrate the significance of a political economic
approach to analysis of industrial factors, as do many of the other articles. Given the significance
of tax incentive regimes to the Irish film and TV production landscape, a number cover Section
481, including Murphy and Brodie on Section 481 and O’Brien’s on the new digital games tax
credit (Section 481A). Finally, others address existing policies and gaps in such policies, including
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McSherry’s on disability policies and O’Connell’s on archive policies. The addition of a book review
by Ciara Murphy on women in the Irish screen industries offers astute insights into an important
area of policy.

The entries in this special issue cover a wide range of cultural processes and products, relating to
film, digital games, TV, screen-based media and music. While some definitions of the audiovisual
are narrower than this broad range, and some theorists do not include games within the
audiovisual, the joy of a special issue is that the remit can be flexible. The deliberate inclusion of
games within this special issue reflects my own research interests but can also be defended
because of the explicit and implicit links between film policy and games policy in the form of
Section 481/481A. While games are very much a distinct and complex industry, there are links with
film and animation that are usefully explored to enable us to understand the role of policy in
shaping such industries.

The special issue looks at the intersection of state/market/society relations from an Irish context. It
is a call to arms to continue to interrogate both the policies and the policy making processes that
shape our culture. Academic research is driven by interest, curiosity and a desire to transmit
knowledge. One common theme is how the research is driven by academics who straddle the
world of practice and academia. This special issue is enriched by such perspectives, with the
contributions of two different PhD candidates who are also practitioners in their respective fields.
My own research is also informed by my board membership of Imirt, the Irish games
representative body. Political economy is underpinned by praxis, as illustrated by many of these
articles.

This brief overview of the broad themes informing Irish audiovisual policy has highlighted some key
aspects shaping the production, distribution and consumption of media forms in Ireland. This
historically informed introduction aims to identify points of commonality across the different
submissions and provide a broader context for the issue. There are of course many gaps in this
special issue. Space restrictions mean there are no submissions that solely focus on forms of new
media regulation that shape cultural engagement. The intersection of platform policy and the
creative industries is an area ripe for analysis and interrogation. A more explicit focus on cross-
border and Northern Ireland policies for film and other media forms is long overdue as is more
detailed interrogation of the significance of film festivals to the Irish cultural landscape. However, it
is clear from the wide range of topics covered in this special issue that the academic field of
audiovisual cultural and creative industries policy will continue to be interrogated and developed
going forward by the current and new generations of scholars who bring fresh perspectives to this
important subject.
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