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In an era of growth in the fi lm and television industry, visual effects companies in Canada are faced with 

tremendous opportunity as well as foreboding challenges.

Calls for changes to the industry’s old business models are mounting. Despite increased opportunity thanks 

to more FX in both fi lm and TV, the industry remains volatile as it struggles with borderless competition, 

tighter budgets, whip-fast deadlines, and unpredictable production pipelines – not to mention underbidding.

The issue was front and centre at the 2013 Academy Awards, where an impassioned Best Visual Effects 

award acceptance speech by Rhythm & Hues VFX supervisor Bill Westenhofer highlighted the industry’s 

fragile business models before being musically – and unceremoniously – cut off by the show’s producers. 

Westenhofer and his team were accepting the award for their work on Life of Pi and the company had 

declared bankruptcy just weeks earlier.

While underbidding on fi xed-bid contracts is an issue that has long dogged the industry, the Oscars incident 

marked likely the fi rst time that a global consumer audience became aware of it. The Academy Awards, after 

all, are one of the most-watched broadcasts of the year – over 40 million viewers watched the broadcast in 

the U.S. alone (in Canada, viewership topped six million).

In addition to the speech itself, around 200 VFX artists protested outside the awards to bring attention to 

what many in the industry see as undervaluation of VFX work, an issue exacerbated by the common practice 

of fi xed-bid pricing. That, in turn, sparked a social media protest that spread virally, in which VFX artists and 

fans exchanged profi le pictures for “green screens” to demonstrate what fi lms would look like without effects. 

Given Canada’s signifi cant role in servicing domestic and Hollywood clients – between 2009 and 2011, 

total VFX expenditures in Canada increased 67% from $261 million to $435 million – these issues are not 

isolated in the U.S. Here, we take a look at how trends such as consolidation, tax credits, outsourcing and 

unionization are shaping Canada’s VFX industry in 2013. 
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Photo: Mokko Studio’s “creature shop” 
in Montréal delivered over 300 shots for 
2013 Vin Diesel-starrer Riddick, the third 

installment in the sci-fi  trilogy. (Image 
courtesy of Mokko Studio.)
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The VES white paper 
In response to the growing outcry and increased exposure of 

the VFX industry’s business models, the international Visual 

Effects Society (VES) in March hosted a summit in California 

about the pressures facing the industry. In July, it issued a 

white paper, The State of the Global Visual Effects Industry 

2013, outlining problems identifi ed and possible solutions. 

The four most signifi cant drivers of change in the 

industry, it noted, are government dynamics (tax credits), 

globalization and increased competition, “non-business 

motivation” (a.k.a. passion for the craft) and industry 

dynamics, primarily a small number of studios driving work 

for a large number of companies. 

Suggested best practices for addressing some of these 

problems included “better business acumen” for facilities (or, 

as the report said, hiring “a strong CFO to kick your ass”), 

diversifi cation of work, moving away from fi xed-bid pricing 

and consolidation and acquistion strategies. It also referenced 

the role of trade associations and unions in reshaping the 

industry, noting that unionization would not affect the amount 

of VFX being produced, but more likely where. 

Here is how some of these trends are being refl ected in Canada.

 

Expansion and consolidation
Some Canadian fi rms have pursued acquisitions to allow 

them to become contenders in the global marketplace, 

adding new capacity in order to service the needs of 

demanding feature fi lm and TV projects they might 

otherwise lose to cheaper, faster, and increasingly high-

skilled competitors.

Meanwhile, international VFX fi rms are continuing to fi nd 

a soft landing in Canada due to tax credits, incentives, and 

talent availability. New this year to Montréal is a satellite 

offi ce for Framestore, a major U.K.-based VFX company with 

a global workforce of approximately 600 and a credit list that 

includes high-tech space thriller, Gravity. The new $5.9 million 

Montréal studio – with capacity for 200-plus positions – has 

already lured $100 million-plus projects such as: Robocop, 

Jupiter Ascending, and Tom Cruise-starrer Edge of Tomorrow, 

all slated for 2014.

The appeal of Québec’s talent base, the creative culture, 

and its east coast time zone all factored into the decision to 

set up shop in Montréal, according to Sir William Sargent, 

Framestore’s CEO. (Icing on the cake was an almost million-

dollar loan from the province through Investissement Québec.)

Framestore is a prime example of a VFX fi rm expanding 

globally to both take advantage of regional tax credits (it 

has offi ces in London, Montréal, New York and L.A.) and to 

achieve scale. Of underbidding rivals to gain work, Framestore 

does not partake, Sargent says. 

 “We walk away. They can have it,” he insists. 

Technicolor subsidiary MPC also received a $1.2-million 

loan from the Québec government in 2013 for its new 

Montréal facility, which opened on Oct. 28. Adding 200 jobs 

to the city’s FX roster, the studio launched with a slate of work 

including X-Men: Days of Future Past, Into The Woods and 

Cinderella.

In Toronto, Redlab Digital has been making moves to 

bolster its boutique presence, acquiring Soho Post and 

Alchemy Animation in 2012. Since the acquisitions, Redlab 

has grown to become a “one-stop shop,” for a variety of 

offerings including: VFX, 3D animation, high-end colour 

fi nishing, and sound, says Redlab GM Mark Stevens.

The fi rm’s new capacity allows it to take on big-budget 

projects such as the 3D fi lm Pompeii, coproduced by 

Toronto’s Don Carmody Productions, and the approximately 

$25 million TV series Played for CTV.

Photo: Redlab Digital in Toronto delivered abs – er, FX – for the 2014 
3D fi lm Pompeii, a historical drama coproduced by Toronto’s Don 

Carmody Productions.
Stevens says the boutique nature of his company is an 

advantage – big enough to win major clients, such as 

Carmody – but small enough to provide a level of service that 

keeps them coming back as repeat customers.

Yet the new clients entering through Redlab’s doors have 

not precluded the strains of operating in an environment rife 

with bidding wars. “We’ve probably lost some projects along 

the road to [underbidding],” says Stevens. “For us it doesn’t 

make sense to get into bidding wars when I do have a bottom 

line. I want to make sure that I can pay [our] employees.”

In Manitoba, indie prodco Buffalo Gal Pictures has been 

acquiring smaller fi rms over the last two years, notably 

expanding into VFX with the creation of Opus VFX in 2011. 

In 2012, the company expanded again by launching a new 

fi rm, Buffalo Media Group, with Entremedia Digital Films, 

specializing in animation.

After international VFX conglomerate Prime Focus left 

its Winnipeg outpost in 2011 to focus on its Vancouver 

operations, it was an opportunity to bring together those VFX 

artists to form Opus, according to Phyllis Laing, CEO of Opus 

VFX and Buffalo Gal Pictures.

The artists who remained in town were known for work on 

high-tech, high-budget fi lms such as Avatar. Under the Opus 

banner, that cachet played a part in reeling in new clients, and 

as a result the company won work on 2013 releases such as 

NBC series Siberia, Arnold Schwarzenegger-starrer The Last 

Stand, and 3D docu-drama Metallica Through the Never.

The acquisition also sparked synergies. Buffalo Gal 

productions are increasingly requiring VFX work, opening the 

doors for Opus to take on in-house work as well, says Laing.

Acknowledging the larger forces affecting the industry, 

Laing says Opus is able to sidestep some of the challenges 

due to its compact size of eight to 14 VFX artists – it’s a 

nimble operation with low overhead costs. Although, Laing 

admits, Opus has still lost work due to outsourcing and 

subcontracted labour overseas.

However, with Manitoba’s 55% VFX-labour tax credit, Opus 

is able to attract new work despite budget-conscious clients. 

Opus has secured about 80% of its contracts from U.S. 

clients, says Laing. “[Tax credits are] defi nitely an asset more 

and more these days, as budgets get squeezed and people 

are looking to economize,” she says.

Outsourcing
One of the more drastic trends the visual effects industry is 

experiencing has less to do with how the work is being done 

but where, as companies subcontract work to lower-priced 

overseas markets

A recent study reported 40% of Hollywood VFX and 3D work 

is done in Asian countries, such as India, Malaysia, South 

Korea and the Philippines, according to KPMG. In Canada, 

VFX companies regularly outsource the painstaking and 

repetitive tasks such as tracking or roto, overseas, leaving the 

creative work at home.

“From Toronto, outsourcing happens about 20% to 30% of 

the time,” states Neishaw Ali, president of CASO, the Ontario 

visual effects industry association. Pressures of compressed 

production schedules and squeezed budgets are often 

motivating factors behind these decisions.

“I know a couple of companies that do this regularly and 

very successfully. It’s not a bad thing, it’s a good thing,” says 

Ali, adding that her fi rm, Spin VFX, doesn’t outsource.

Although outsourcing is often seen as necessary in a hyper-

competitive, global market – especially now that technology 

makes work-sharing easy – the effects ripple through 

domestic industries.

Lost work is one repercussion, but other effects are less 

obvious. In Vancouver, for example, one area transformed 
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by outsourcing is in early talent development. As work shifts 

globally, local VFX houses are less likely to fi ll entry-level 

positions, says Mark Bénard, education and technology chair 

at the Visual Effects Society in Vancouver.

“The problem with outsourcing is that it’s hollowing out 

the bottom. All the typical entry level jobs are disappearing 

overseas,” says Bénard, who also heads up a VFX school in 

the city and is in regular contact with HR professionals in 

the business.

Companies such as MPC-Technicolor or Prime Focus have 

relied for years on a globalized business model with VFX 

facilities located in rapidly growing regions, including Asia. In 

2013, Montréal’s Mokko Studio – which delivered 350 shots 

for the under $40-million 2013 sci-fi  fi lm Riddick – joined the 

fray and established a new outpost in Beijing. The goal was 

to “tap into the up and coming Chinese fi lm market,” explains 

Sébastien Dostie, VFX supervisor, Mokko Studio, adding that 

artists recruited in Beijing are also being trained in Montréal 

to harmonize skill sets.

Unionization
At the intersection of these trends is talent – and it is no 

exception to changing times.

Dusty Kelly, International Alliance of Theatrical Stage 

Employees (IATSE) 891’s visual effects organizer in B.C. says 

her organization experienced a spike in interest following the 

2013 Academy Awards.

“Hundreds of artists from all across Canada would contact 

me on our web page,” she recalls. 

Since then, Kelly has been hosting monthly meetings 

with VFX artists in Vancouver to accommodate the surge in 

interest. A number of VFX employees in that province currently 

work under a collective agreement, she notes.

Thanks to the sometimes-chaotic nature of contract work, 

VFX artists’ working conditions can be extremely variable. 

Issues such as unpaid overtime stand in stark contrast to 

other aspects of the industry, which are rigorously unionized.

That may be changing, says John Lewis, international VP 

and director of Canadian affairs, IATSE. “There is a growing 

movement amongst the workers to seek representation 

so they can access the same rights and benefi ts as other 

workers in the industry,” he states.

However, the IATSE’s cross-border membership drive this 

year – focused on the West Coast – has generated reportedly 

middling results, with low attendence at various rallies.

Montréal specifi cally has seen a few studios fail, notably  

Meteor Studios and DamnFX in 2008, the latter of which 

declared bankruptcy and the former closed shop when its 

fi nancing fell through. More recently, Montréal’s Newbreed 

Visual Effects ran into similar problems this summer when its 

growth outpaced its ability to meet payroll, leaving employees 

unpaid as the company scrambled to restructure. 

“We are refi nancing and restructuring the company and 

hope to have it all resolved in a month or two,” says Josee 

Lalumiere, president, Newbreed, of the wages owed against 

the employees. “I’m still here and I’m still trying to save the 

company and make sure everything will be settled.” 

 IATSE Local 667 has represented on-set VFX artists and 

technicians in Montréal since 2011 on major productions 

including Red 2, Snow White, says Lewis. Currently, three to 10 

VFX workers on each set are under union contract, Lewis says.

Mokko’s Dostie says that most VFX artists in the province 

are concerned with chasing work rather than unionization.

It’s the same story in Toronto. “Our efforts in Toronto have 

lagged behind those in Vancouver and Montréal,” admits 

Lewis. “We are still being contacted but it is a large industry 

and we are still researching and doing our due diligence 

before plunging in on such a large undertaking.”

In CASO’s opinion, unionization should be considered only as a 

global measure, to ensure a level playing fi eld.

“In order for a VFX union to work, you need to get everyone 

to agree globally for it to be fair,” says CASO president Ali. 

“I do believe that a global trade organization is 

something that can be looked at, where you set 

parameters and standards, and that’s going to take years 

to figure out,” Ali says.

 

VFX in 2014
As globalization and media fragmentation continue to 

transform the entertainment industry, so too are the 

challenges facing VFX companies. The competition from ever-

more specialized overseas shops will increase, as will price 

competitiveness. The commodifi cation of technology means 

barriers to entry in the industry will continue to come down. 

And as robust as many of Canada’s provincial tax credits 

are, they are as vulnerable to politics as any other publicly 

controlled fi nancial tool and therefore may fl uctuate.

One thing the industry is unlikely to be worried about in the 

short-term is supply: with VFX more popular than ever, the 

opportunity for work in the sector remains signifi cant.

(Top right) International VFX shop Framestore helped put the polish on 
Tony Stark’s superhero world in 2013’s Iron Man 3; (Bottom left) 3D 
docu-drama Metallica Through the Never helped bolster Winnipeg-
based Opus VFX’s bottom line last year.
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