Training program Ateliers du cinéma européen (ACE), which I took part in this year with the project „Best Films of Our Lives“ written by Petr Zelenka, started in October 2003 with a pre-workshop in Paris. This session with two consultants: Colin Young and Stephen Cleary focused mainly on the script. My consultants pointed out the strengths and weaknesses of the script and we discussed possible ways of developing the next draft. The session showed me quite different view from what I was used to in my country, both consultants focusing on the storytelling and analyzing in details the structure of the script. 

The residential workshop took place two months later in a city of Cognac, France, where selected producers spent a busy week with ACE consultants. This year 15 ACE participants came from 10 European countries: Belgium (Jacques-Henri Bronckart), Czech Republic (Pavel Strnad), France (Edouard Mauriat and Gilles-Marie Tiné), Germany (Annette Pisacane), Ireland (Edwina Forkin, Martina Niland and Liam O’Neill), Latvia (Andrejs Ekis), Poland (Dariusz Jablonski), Sweden (Helena Danielsson), Switzerland (Tiziana Soudani) and the United Kingdom (Margery Bone / England, Nerys Lloyd / Wales and Karen Smyth / Scotland).

The first two days were devoted to the lectures of ACE consultants. Stephen Cleary gave a lesson on development describing the process of scripting, packaging and financing which leads to completion of the film. He described Hollywood and European development system pointing out that each year major U.S. studios spend more money on the development than whole Europe on the production. Cleary also made comparison between public and mixed development systems that are typical for European countries. Emanuel Oberg focused on story structure and described the main story-telling techniques which he also illustrated with notorious film scenes. 
Next two lectures helped ACE participants prepare for their final presentation. Stephen Cleary’s lesson of pitching showed the importance of this technique. Though more typical for Hollywood, a good knowledge of pitching the project helps European producers to grab more attention for their projects. Interesting pitch and striking logline can be important for the film in different stages from development to distribution. ACE producers were then given chance to pitch their projects to groups of consultants and receive an instant feedback from them.
Financial session was led by Simon Perry who brought up a virtual film project financed by several co-producers from European countries and demonstrated pros and cons of such a co-operation. Financing plan of the project demonstrated how to finance such a film as a European co-production. Perry pointed out the differences between national supporting systems and showed conditions which producers have to meet when combining public and private funding. 
ACE participants also had a chance to see two excellent films of ACE producers: Icelandic producer Skuli Malmquist presented Dagur Kari’s film “Nói Albinoi” and French producer Yaël Fogiel showed the winner of last year’s Cannes Critics’ Week „Since Otar Left“ by Julie Bertuccelli, both followed by case-studies by the producers. It was great to hear how they succeeded to make their films happen and debate the difficulties they have to overcome. The discussions were very open and the ACE participants were able to learn about both productions in details.
I have also found very useful international sales panel with representatives of leading European sales companies who presented different strategies of film distribution. The panel discussion helped ACE producers to get a better picture of what is happening on the international market. Last but not least, the lectures on CNC, Eurimages, and situation in Eastern Europe given by other industry professionals were also an important part of learning.
The last days of the workshop were devoted to ACE participants and their projects. Each of us had a chance to present the ACE project in front of our colleagues and consultants with immediate reactions from both of them. Participants were pitching the story of the film and then explaining the budget and financial plan. Each project was unique and so were the presentations. ACE producers were suggesting different plans to finance their films often raising discussions in the audience. Throughout this process producers were learning more about different ways of co-producing films, finding the best solution for their project and sometimes even co-production partners. 
The workshop was great chance to learn more about film producing, to exchange ideas, make contacts and gain experience from ACE candidates and consultants. ACE team has done great job preparing the workshop till the last detail and providing the participants with up-to-date information about European audiovisual landscape.
The last part of the training program was four-day workshop in Bologna, Italy, where we also had a chance to meet ACE producers from previous years. A panel with the representatives of the Italian film industry focused on co-operation with Italian producers. Two screenings followed by case-studies by ACE producers were also part of this seminar.

Important part of ACE is its participation in film festivals and markets which creates the ideal environment for networking within the industry at an international level, not only with other producers, but also with distributors and sales agents who may serve as potential partners on the projects in the future. Joining ACE meetings in Rotterdam, Berlin, Cannes or Locarno and meeting your colleagues is also an important part of networking and this great experience. Moreover, the ACE team is always available for all needs and queries that producers have for other projects in development or production. And these are all reasons I would recommend this program to everybody in the Czech Republic who wants to produce films on the international level.
