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THE FIGHT TO PROTECT 
CANADIAN FILM 

Feature film production must be viewed as a busi
ness; and in many ways current discussions that sur
round our budding Canadian film industry are a mirror 
image of a broader problem facing Canadian industry 
as a whole. A recent report by the Science Council of 
Canada indicates that, in addition to the current pro
blems of labor costs, "Canada is being whip-sawed". 
Our industry must compete with "advanced high tech
nology countries with a competitive edge in design and 
development." Further, "much of our industry is too 
small, unproductive and weak in new technology." This 
position is not dissimilar to the status of the Canadian 
feature film production industry. 

As a result of our general industry problems, the 
Science Council of Canada has developed a policy fra
mework. Much of this framework is applicable to the 
film production industry, i.e.: 

1. to encourage specialization and identify appropriate 
areas of world market demand; 

2. to build larger, Canadian-owned corporations that 
can more aggressively pursue production opportu
nities; 

3. to rationalize the industry, not necessarily for eco
nomies of scale but to help us win world markets; 

4. to develop clearly-understood and measurable po
licies, rather than piece-meal ones, that support 
the expansion of world markets for Canadian pro
ducts. 

One of the film industry's ongoing problems is the 
tremendous difference in perspective by the various 
sectors of the Canadian film community. In 1974, film
makers in Winnipeg stated "unequivocally, film is an 
expression and affirmation of the cultural reality of 
this country first and a business second." In dire'ct 
opposition to this approach, the majority of active film 
producers, distributors and exhibitors view film pri
marily as a vehicle of entertainment which should not 
be limited. Because the Secretary of State Department is 
trying to satisfy both points of view in arriving at a film 
policy, it faces a serious dilemma. 

ACTRA'S policy of the '70's defines a Canadian film 
as "a film that is written, produced, directed, acted 
and made by Canadians. We do not suggest (and indeed 
we reject suggestions) that subject matter must be Can
adian, which is, in our opinion, a self-defeating limi
tation." There is an underlying ACTRA philosophy be
hind this definition with which the Canadian Motion Pic
ture Distributors Association takes issue. ACTRA be
lieves that with a relatively modest annual expenditure 
of public funds, Canada can develop and sustain a fea
ture film operation that would, assuming certain stan
dards of quality and popular acceptance, quickly become 
one of the major production units in the world. The 
CMPDA agrees that the Canadian industry has great 
potential; but, we are convinced that bureaucratically-
administered funds, even if generously provided, would 

not lead to the development of a viable Canadian indus
try; and, further, that a "modest annual expenditure 
of public funds" would have no significant impact on the 
industry as a whole. Film production is an extremely 
expensive and risky business! 

ACTRA has also indicated that Canada has every
thing needed for an industry: - writers, actors, direc
tors and producers, as well as a proven pool of technical 
talent. We do have technical facilities, interesting loca
tions and some reservoir of material; however, it is 
self-deceiving to believe that we have these resources 
in sufficient number to sustain an industry. We are shy, 
in practically every category, when it comes to inter
nationally experienced individuals. Most importantly, 
we are particularly short of experienced producers, 
the people who can 'apply the glue' to film projects! 

Although U.S. companies have achieved a level of suc
cess in filmmaking that far exceeds that in any other 
country, their track record is by no means reassuring. 
A success ratio of 1 in 8 is the norm in this very high-
risk industry and that one success must compensate 
for losses or break-evens of 7 other projects. Canadian 
filmmakers hypothesize that, if the whole spectrum 
of American films were kept out of Canada, the Cana
dian public would ultimately condition itself to seeing 
Canadian pictures. The other possibility, more consis
tent with historical trends, is that the numbers of thea
tre goers would continue to decline, and, ultimately, 
become extinct. 

There is, throughout current industry dialogue, an 
unfortunate stigma of anti-Americanism. In her recent 
publication Who's Afraid of Canadian Culture, dealing 
with the Motion Picture Association of America, S.M. 
Crean writes "at the end of 1975, scripts were already 
being sent to London and New York for approval, the 
door was open again for U.S. majors to make money 
producing superficially Canadian films with CFDC 
backing." This is a distortion. In many cases, distribu
tion agreements provided by the U.S. companies for 
Canadian projects have been the basis for attracting 
Canadian investors. 

The financial performance of most Canadian pictures 
has been poor but this is typical of the industry world
wide. The current track record indicates a need for 
more "marketplace orientation" on the part of our 
filmmakers; and does not support the rationale for a 
punitive levy at the box office. A levy would be passed 
on to the consumer and would, no doubt, further reduce 
the available audience for all motion pictures, both Can
adian and foreign. In any event, availability of funds is 
not the problem. An attractive 100% Capital Cost Al
lowance is making large amounts of money available to 
Canadian film producers. Unfortunately, many film
makers are still understandably hesitant to garner their 
resources and take advantage of this situation. Many 

50 / Cinema Canada 



opinion 

continue to devote their time and energy to lobbying for 
levies, legislated take-overs, border restrictions, ad
ditional withholding taxes, etc. - all the known restric
tive measures that really have nothing to do with the 
quality or the international competitiveness of a film. 

At present, a small handful of our filmmakers are 
addressing themselves to the question of how they 
might participate in the total world market. If a film is 
a major box office success in Canada, it might achieve 
a 0.5% market share of the box office and will gross 
approximately $1 million. On the other hand, this same 
market share world-wide would approximate $20 mil
lion. This situation is a totally different equation - a 
more exciting opportunity - that would assure greater 
revenues and, at the same time, support the playing of 
Canadian features in Canadian theatres on the basis 
of demand rather than on the basis of an artificially-
conceived protective measure. 

Current statistics indicate that film distributors 
average approximately 1/3 of the box office; thus a film 
that grosses $1 million in Canada realizes filSi rentals 
of approximately $330,000. After deducting an estimated 
distribution fee of $100,000, the producer would be left 
with $230,000. Given a reasonable production cost of 
$1 million to achieve the above box office, the film is 
a very long way from realizing a profit for investors 
from Canadian exhibition alone. 

Taking into account the underlying need to penetrate 
the international marketplace, the tremendously high 
risk factors involved, both in terms of absolute dollars 
and the ability to achieve some predictable success pat
tern, and the competitive factors from other forms of 
leisure-time activities, there would seem to be little 
doubt that, unless filmmaking is viewed as a business 
first, it will never realize its potential as a vehicle of 
Canadian culture at home and abroad. 

The premise that placed film production within the 
framework of the Secretary of State's Department 
must, at this juncture, be seriously questioned. The 
Canadian motion picture industry is just that - an in
dustry. The Secretary of State's personnel are few in 
number and, although intensely desirous of achieving 
their objectives, they do not have the time, the budget, 
nor the necessary orientation to do the job that is re
quired. K it is logical for the feature film industry to 
be situated within the bureaucratic system, then it must 
be with the Federal Department of Industry, Trade and 
Commerce and its Provincial counterparts. The Secre
tary of State and the Provincial Departments of Culture 
should provide input on overall policies; but imple
mentation and priorities, measurement of success, 
evaluation of export potential, and establishment of in
centives must fall within the business-oriented branches 
of Government. 

Millard S. Roth 
Executive Director 

The Canadian Motion Picture Distributors Association 
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Industry recognition. 
To get it, you've got to earn it. 

Not that it happens of ten, but when it does, 
it's a rich experience. In drama, f i lm, 
l i terature, even business, people take t ime 
to salute an unusual effort. Something a 
shade above the norm. Something achieved 
by virtue of know-how and maybe a certain 
special touch. 

At Film House, we've watched a lot of 
product ions come together. We've seen 
talents combine to give great sound and 
visual effects on-screen. Behind it all 
are years of people-experience at home 
and abroad. 

For example, in our Sound Department, 
we've a team of five highly-qualif ied mixers. 
People like Nolan "Robb ie " Roberts. 
"Robb ie " was Chief of Sound at Shepperton 
for 5 years, was nominated for an Oscar on 
"O l i ver " , got a German Film Festival Award 
for "Georgie G i r l " and was responsible for 

the technical quality of sound on Polanski's 
"Macbeth" . Or, Clarke DaPrato who offers 
producers the benefit of 15 years as Chief 
Mixer at the National Film Board. Clarke has 
worked on "Love Thy Ne ighbour" and 
"Royal Journey", both of which earned 
international acclaim. Last year at the 1976 
International Film and TV Festival in New 
York, Clarke won a Gold Award for Sound 
Mixing on Mi l ton Fruchtman's Gold and 
Silver Award-winning "Search for the 
Western Sea". Out of 900 entries, the 
special touch counted again. 

So, come down to Film House and let's 
talk sound. We've the people. We've the 
equipment. The interest. And , above al l , the 
experience in the f i lm industry that can 
make your project sound its best. 

We'd like to help you get some 
recogni t ion, too . 
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