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My name is John Lewis.  I am an International Vice President and Director of Canadian Affairs 
for the International Alliance of Theatrical Stage Employees, Moving Picture Technicians and 
Allied Crafts of the United States and Canada.   
 
Our members work in all segments of the entertainment industry including live theatre, motion 
picture and television production, trade show and exhibition, television broadcasting and music 
concerts. 
 
Our members include positions such as special effects artists, grips, electrics, hair stylists, 
makeup artists, stagehands, costume designers, cinematographers, sound mixers, editors, 
carpenters, scenic artists, drivers, ushers and ticket takers.   
 
We are the largest union in the entertainment industry with 122,000 members, 17,000 of 
whom are in Canada.  We are also one of the oldest unions.  We were founded in 1893 in the 
United States and we became an international union 5 years later in 1898, when local unions 
were established in Montreal and Toronto.  
 
We are pleased that you have chosen to undertake this study and I am appreciative of the 
opportunity to appear today.  Our position is a simple one – a successful film industry means 
more well-paying Canadian jobs.  The Federal government and most provinces have taken an 
active approach to nurture and grow the industry.  That growth has been achieved with a 
combination of regulatory initiatives and government funding.  The economic analysis 
indicates this has been a wise investment.        
 
State of the Industry 
 
The screen-based industry in Canada is a large and growing industry.  In a recently released 
industry report by the Canadian Media Production Association1, total production volumes 
reached $5.86 Billion in 2013/2014.  That translates into an overall increase of 2.1% from 
2012/2013.  The $5.86 Billion is broken down as follows: 
 

• Canadian Television - $2.29 Billion 

• Foreign Service Production (Television and Feature Film) - $1.83 Billion 

• Canadian Feature Film - $376 Million     
 
The balance of the total production volume is derived from Broadcaster In-House Production. 
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In 2013, the Motion Picture Association of Canada, in conjunction with the Canadian Media 
Production Association, commissioned a report on the Canadian film and television sector2. This 
report quantified the significant direct and spin-off economic impact of the Canadian 
screen-based industry.  In 2011, the industry supported 262,700 Full-Time Equivalent Jobs and 
generated $20.4 Billion in GDP for Canada. 
 
While the industry grows, Canadian feature films, distinct from US studio produced feature 
films, lag behind the other sectors of the industry, particularly in English Canada.  There are 
many reasons to explain this.  Feature films are relatively expensive to produce.  The 
migration of the Hollywood Studios to “tent-pole” feature films with budgets of $200 million 
and higher, make it increasingly difficult, but not impossible, to compete.  The availability of 
financing and access to screens is also problematic for independent feature film producers 
globally; not just in Canada.   
 
Our comments today attempt to address particular issues concerning Canadian feature films, 
but some recommendations would impact other sectors of the industry. 
 
Effectiveness of Government Funding Programs 

There are effectively three main federal programs in support of the feature film industry:  we 
have two tax credit programs – one for Canadian content and one for production services – and 
the Canada Feature Film Fund, which is administered by Telefilm Canada.   
 
Telefilm Canada has the support of the industry and generally is seen as an efficient and 
effective agency.  We would recommend the funding cuts to Telefilm and the Canada Feature 
Film Fund be reinstated. 
 
I would also like to raise a cautionary note concerning the Telefilm Micro-Budget Program.  
This program, launched in 2012, supports eight to ten dramatic or documentary feature length 
projects per year through a non-repayable financial contribution of up to $120,000 per project. 
The budget of the project cannot exceed $250,000. 
 
The From Script to Screen feature film policy3 lists four objectives to guide the design and 
implementation of policies and programs that will create winning conditions.  One of these is: 
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• To foster the quality and diversity of Canadian films by restricting support programs and 
by encouraging an increase in average production budgets. 

 
Encouraging an increase in average production budgets makes sense.  Enhanced marketing 
budgets are equally as important.  The From Script to Screen report identified the following 
recommendations: 
 

• Average production budgets of Canadian feature films rise to $5 million 

• Average marketing budgets increase to $500,0004 
 

We are therefore concerned by the introduction of Telefilm’s Micro-Budget Production 
Program.  In Atlantic Canada, Canadian feature film budgets have decreased significantly and 
now run from approximately $600,000 to $1.5 million, at the high end.  Our Nova Scotia film 
local cannot remember a time they had a budget over $5 million on a Canadian feature film.   
 
Unfortunately, these tiny projects get made on the backs of suppliers and crew.  The crew end 
up working for very little money in the hopes of a film credit, and suppliers are asked to provide 
equipment for no money.  We have actually had to negotiate UP to minimum wage.  This 
flies in the face of Telefilm’s mandate to build a film industry.  By driving budgets down, 
Telefilm is not supporting the creation of a new industry, they are creating film hobbyists at the 
expense of good jobs and most importantly, safety.  Crews are under supported and 
undermanned.  
 
We appreciate the intent of the program, but it is destabilizing the industry it is setting out to 
support.  We do not think these monies have to be increased, simply re-distributed.  We 
believe that keeping the same size pie is fine, we just need to ensure decent budgets are 
maintained by cutting that pie into fewer pieces. 
 
Tax Credits 
 
Support for the industry through the tax credit system has been extremely successful.  So 
much so that it has served as a model for similar tax credit programs in other countries and in 
many U.S. states, which is commendable.   
 
Tax credits are offered both federally and provincially.  These tax credits are the most 
important source of financing for Canadian productions.  The problem with the federal tax 
regulations lay in what the government refers to as “net of assistance” and what the industry 
knows as “the grind.”  The federal programs reduce (or “grind”) the amount of the federal 
credit if the production is also funded by a provincial program.  This is counterproductive, as 
the very purpose of these tax credit programs is to encourage defined spending.   
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To compensate for the grind, a producer will typically reduce the production budget, which 
translates to fewer jobs, fewer equipment rentals, and fewer dollars going into the industries 
that benefit from ours, such as restaurants and hotels. We do not see the sense in giving with 
one hand and taking with the other, so when the provinces invest in our industry, we do not 
believe that should have any impact on the level of federal support. 
 
Alberta Grant Program 
 
The overwhelming majority of producers who operate in the industry are reputable, creative 
and honourable.  Like any other industry, there are exceptions.  Unlike other industries, the 
risky nature of the industry and the use of single purpose companies has left too many 
suppliers and workers in a vulnerable position when a production defaults on its financial 
obligations. 
   
I would like to bring to the Committee’s attention the very recent changes made to the Alberta 
Grant Program.  On November 18th, 2014, the Government of Alberta announced new 
guidelines governing the Alberta Production Grant.  These new guidelines brought immediate 
stability and additional value to thousands of Albertans working in the screen-based industries. 
 
Prior to these changes Alberta was, economically speaking, one of the riskiest film, TV and 
digital media jurisdictions in which to work. With the advent of these new guidelines, it is fast 
becoming one of the safest jurisdictions to work in, which is a welcome turnaround. 
 
Here are some highlights of the Policy: 
 

• Should the producer have any outstanding debts in any other jurisdiction, the 
Department reserves the right to deny eligibility 

 

• enhanced proof of financing and proof of insurance, prior to principal photography  
 

• a prohibition against the assignment and direction of grant funds anywhere other than 
recognized banks - reducing the risk of Alberta Media Fund grant monies being sold, 
traded and used as loan collateral to out-of-province third parties. 

 

• Alberta Government (Culture Minister) can now require a completion bond from 
producers who cannot verify they have 100% of their financing in place. 

 

• Retention of auditable statements for a period of 7 years after a production is 
completed.  This audit requirement will make producers more accountable over time, 
leaving the onus of responsibility on them to actually own and account for projects in 
the longer term. 

 



This policy should exist in every jurisdiction that provides incentives, provincially and federally, 
as a safeguard from those offenders who have already defaulted in other jurisdictions. Alberta 
is now one of the leaders in this area.  
 
 
Providing Audience Access 
 
Funding is only half of equation for creating and maintaining a healthy industry.  It has 
become increasingly difficult for Canadians to view a Canadian feature film.  Almost every 
country that purports to have a national film industry has a formal policy in place requiring 
private and public broadcasters to support the domestic industry.  The regulatory framework 
through the CRTC is in place but we are not seeing results.  We recommend this Committee 
set clear policy objectives for the CRTC or regulate to ensure broadcasters licence Canadian 
feature films in a real and measurable fashion.  Diminished access translates directly into 
diminished choice for Canadian consumers.  Something needs to be done.  
 
Summary 
 
The Canadian feature film industry has achieved much, but the reason we are here is because 
we all understand that there is still more to be done.  We must maximize our tax credit 
programs through the elimination of the grind, and we must make the most of our tax dollars 
by increasing individual film funding and limiting the use of the Micro-Budget Program.  It is 
also imperative that we ensure that anyone receiving our tax dollars can be trusted to use 
those tax dollars for their intended purpose, and this would be achieved through the vetting 
process now employed by the Alberta Grant Program.   
 
I thank you, Mr. Chairman and Committee Members, for your time, and am happy to answer 
any questions you may have. 
 


