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From the selection of seminars supported by the Media Programme  in 2006 what caught my attention the most was the Film Financing program organized by the English education organization Arista Development. Since 1998, I have been working as an independent producer for both feature and documentary films, however mainly in the Czech market. In Czech republic, posibilities of film financing are very limited and thus I was interested to see how this system works in a country that has a rich tradition in the audiovisual industry. The Film Financing Program offered on Arista´s website a very comprehensive two-day course which included a wide range of methods and aspects of financing different types of films. Further it offered hands on experience e.g. case studies with producers of film projects with varying budgets and genres. 

The main tutor and moderator Alan Harris has a fantastic reputation and a number of my colleagues have recommended him to me. I did not hesitate any further and enrolled for the seminar, with the kind support of the Media Programme. My first contact was slightly complicated, the web pages were not detailed enough, no one responded to my email for a number of days and I was not able to get phone connection with the office either. Only later did I discover that the reason for this was that the organizers of Arista were on another course in Italy. I must say that I would have expected more detailed information in their website and also perhaps a list of speakers, so that those interested to participate in the course would know who will be lecturing with more time advance. We received this information two weeks before the seminar, when there was a high risk that the seminar would be fully booked because of limited vacancies available on the one hand and a high interest in the seminar on the other. There was nothing left but to rely on the good reputation of Arista and confirm my participation even though I did not have a full program of the seminar. We received the exact timetable of the seminar 3 days before the event, which personally caused me a number of problems, mainly with air-fare tickets and the arrangement of accommodation. In my opinion the participants ought to have received more detailed information and at an earlier date. 

This was the first time that the two-day course Arista Special Film Financing was held. Arista usually concentrates on educating professionals in the fields of script writing and development and film genres. By my count there were 60 to 70 participants and the course began with a mutual introductory session, where Allan Harris presented his work experience and past and where the individual participants introduced themselves and said a few sentences about their experiences and their reasons for enrolling in the course. It became apparent that almost all participants were British with the exception being a Belgian beginner producer, a Romanian colleague who has lived in London for a long time already and offers his production skills for the promotion of Romanian production companies in the U.K. and myself. Another thing that surprised me greatly was the fact that very few people with film producing skills had enrolled in the seminar. It came out that I was the only participant with experience in producing a feature length film. There were a number of participants that had experience in producing short films but by far the majority of participants formed beginner directors and script writers, this may be due to the fact that up until now Arista has concentrated mainly on the education of these two film professions.

Alan Harris prepared a well arranged power point presentation which accompanied the whole seminar. It included all the important basic terms in the field of film financing. Furthermore all participants were given a copy of this presentation in an electronic format by email a few days after the event and thanks to this we have the opportunity to clarify or refresh our newly learned knowledge. As for myself (and at the end of the seminar a number of participants agreed with me) it would have been helpful to have received this material before the seminar so we could have had the chance to familiarize ourselves with the language and the specific terminology used. This would especially help those for whom English is not the mother tongue.  

The beginning of the whole seminar was dedicated to the explanation of the elementary concepts and methods of financing film projects, at least in Great Britain. Some of these I knew from my experience in the Czech Republic and others have never been used here and in my opinion will not be used for some time yet. By these I mainly mean the whole section about financing of parts of the film budget through the bank sector (bank gap financing etc). This section for me personally was very informative but on the other side unrealistic in our conditions. What really interested me was the section of state and region tax incentives. This is lacking in the Czech Republic compared to other states (especially surrounding states).  Czech Audiovisual Producers Association, of which I am a member, has done lot of activity lately on promoting such schemes. This section was very inspirational.       I will gladly use this knowledge when preparing and during propagation of similar principles in our country. 

Mr Harris devoted a chapter to Tips and Tricks, which can be practical and every producer ought to know them and think about using them on the actual projects that  they are working on. It mainly dealt with the approach towards co-production – whether to and how complicated, development funds, production fees, the approach towards licensing, the understanding of legal aspects and most importantly keeping faithful to the motto ‘Be realistic!’

Another section of the seminar, which was presented by Carlo Dusi from Aria films, was dedicated to international co-productions – subsidies and incentives available to film production worldwide. This section of the seminar was very interesting but in my opinion too detailed in some regions and on the other hand there was practically no information given on Eastern Europe even though, paradoxically, a great number of foreign movies get shot in this region and many states quite generously subsidize these projects. Mr Dusi also devoted his seminar to the British Culture Test, from which the Czech establishment could also take an example and use a similar system when deciding if a project is Czech or foreign. During the seminar we also gave some thought to ‘negative’ aspects of international co-productions – ‘the price for co-production’ which every producer ought to consider and evaluate. This whole section of the seminar, apart from the above mentioned reservations, was very well structured, comprehensible and of a high quality. Furthermore it was rounded off with two concrete and graphic examples of international co-productions. Also here the lecturer had prepared a well arranged computer presentation. 

The first day was very much enlivened by the practical case study of the low budget but very successful project ‘London to Brighton’ (Ken Marshall). This study and especially the detailed discussion, helped everyone to visualise, what problems and difficulties it is possible to encounter during a similar project. During this section Alan Harris drew attention and illustrated graphic situations, procedures and processes. 

This case was also interesting for it demonstrated to us that it is possible to shoot and finance a film even when the conditions are very complicated and often unconventional. Perfect case study to see how (not) to do it!


Another lecturer was Luke Randolph from Int’l Film Guarantors who familiarized us with the business and approach of bank & completion guarantors. The lecture, I feel, was at times too complicated and in such a short time (60 minutes) it was not possible to explain all the important aspects. 


The day was brought to an end by Alan Harris where he briefly summarised all the preceding lectures and answered questions from the participants. 


The following day began with a lecture on Sources of Financing by Martin Churchill who spends his time on the Tax Efficient Review. This lecture was interesting that we got to see the view from the other side of the ‘barricade’ but on the other hand it must be said that it was unnecessarily too detailed for film producers and not all that practical. The spent time could have been better used on more important themes for which, in my opinion, there was not that much precious time left. 

This was followed by the Independent Production / Case Study: ‘Puffball’ & ‘Creep’, which was led by Alan Harris with the producer Julie Baines from Dan Films. In my opinion this was a highlight of the seminar, very interesting especially with the extensive experience of Ms Baines, with many different types of projects from the point of view of financing, co-production and budgets. I greatly value the way, the detail and the honesty that Julie Baines familiarized us with her producer problems and questions.

The next seminar was led by Alex Marshall a sales agent from the Spice Factory and it dealt with position of Sales Agent during the financing of a film. It shed some light on the situation on the market of this branch and showed us the approach of Sales Agents towards films, what is important and what one should be aware of. The lecture was standard and well presented. In comparison with the other lectures, Alex did not really allow us all that much to look into his bag of tricks. 

The solicitor Hannah Woodthorpe from the firm Bird & Bird introduced us to the basic aspects and role of film solicitors especially during the development of the film and the signing of co-production and other contracts used during the financing of films. From this lecture I got the feeling that an advanced film industry, which for instance Great Britain has, also has its shadowy darker side. Everything is more complicated then anywhere else, perhaps sometimes unnecessarily too much. A solicitors work is undoubtedly very important but the range of contracts and information about common solicitor fees that work in this field (5% of the whole budget for preparation and signing contracts for financing that is only in the development stage, not shooting) really seemed to me quite excessive. But perhaps even we may have to slowly prepare for such a reality. 

The final closing of the whole seminar was done by Alan Harris. Once again we summarised the course, some details were presented from projects that he had produced and all sections were interconnected in an easily understood manner. This conclusion began as a case study of the film ‘Ferryman’ that Alan produced and gradually it evolved into a conclusion of the whole seminar. This was followed by a discussion and a Q&A for the participants. Right at the end Alan requested that all those in attendance share their thoughts comments on the seminar as a whole which he took a great interest in, especially as it was the very first seminar of this type organised by Arista. As an email follow-up after the seminar  we were asked to fill out an evaluation form which no doubt will help Arista get more thoughts and views from the participants and in turn be able to organize the next seminar to an even higher standard.

I am very glad that I got the opportunity to take part in the seminar and overall I rate it very highly. I would recommend to Arista to focus a little more on participants from other countries than only from the UK. Then surely more foreign participants will want to be part of the seminars. The whole seminar then may become all the more valuable because of the possibility of international contacts between participants. I will happily recommend participation  in  the course to all who have at least elementary experience with film producing at a national level and have an interest in increasing their knowledge of producing and film financing at an international level. Participation can be highly recommended to other professionals who deal with producers even if only marginally (solicitors, sales agents, bank employees, insurance companies…), as well as to professions that prepare tax incentives and laws that encourage the film industry in Eastern Europe and especially in the Czech Republic.

I would like to thank the Media Programme, that I was given the opportunity to take part of such a quality and focused seminar. 

Richard Němec, producer, Verbascum, s.r.o.

