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7100   MR. EVANS: Thank you.

7101   Good morning. My name is Bill Evans, I am the Executive Director of the Alberta Motion Picture -- sorry, our new name continues to surprise me sometimes -- the Alberta Media Production Industries Association. I am joined by Kristian Roberts of the firm Nordicity whom AMPIA has commissioned to prepare the accompanying report that has been circulated to the Commission. So I would ask that the Commission accept this report as part of our presentation.

7102   THE CHAIRPERSON: You gave a copy to Madam Secretary?

7103   MR. EVANS: This report was a result of a question which was asked to us at our last appearance at the CRTC hearings for the BCE takeover of CTV and we were asked to provide data on the amount of private broadcaster expenditures in Alberta specifically and also within the context of spending in the Prairie Provinces, so that is what this is.

7104   AMPIA is pleased today to provide comments on the group-based license renewals of the above named broadcasters and is pleased that the Commission is reviewing these broadcasters licences in their entirety.

7105   We continue to believe that it is a privilege in this country to license the broadcast airwaves that reach into each corner of this country. With those licences comes a responsibility to serve the communities that support these broadcasters.

7106   First, AMPIA would like to congratulate the CMPA and the broadcasters and the CRTC for concluding the Terms of Trade agreement. We realize that an enormous amount of work went into it and our members greatly appreciate it.

7107   Since 1973, AMPIA has represented independent producers and members involved in all aspects of the creation of screen-based content in Alberta. The mandate of the Association is to ensure the development of the indigenous industry at the producer, technical, talent and craft levels. Central to this mandate is maintaining an environment in which Alberta producers can initiate, develop and produce screen content over which they have creative and financial control.

7108   To that end, AMPIA supports the position of our colleagues at the CMPA in their submission in support of a ruling that will require broadcasters to contribute significant benefits to independent producers, which is crucial to our membership. AMPIA also supports the CMPA's assertion that the Commission should reject the broadcasters' attempts to amend the Group Licensing Policy by relieving them of any obligations currently in their individual licences relating to independent production.

7109   We also support the CMPA position that under the GLP broadcaster groups are expected to commission programs of national interest from all regions of Canada and to engage in levels of production activity commensurate with their presence in their respective markets.

7110   To that specific point, let me draw your attention to the report which was distributed with this presentation entitled "Analysis of Canadian Private Broadcaster's Expenditures in Alberta and the Prairie Provinces."

7111   This report was commissioned jointly by AMPIA and the Alberta Association of Motion Picture and Television Unions, or AAMPTU, in response to a request by Commissioner Poirier at our last appearance before the Commission to provide hard data on funding in Alberta by broadcasters, which we have done. The purpose of the report is to analyze expenditures on independent television production made by broadcasters in Alberta or the Prairie Provinces between the years 2002 and 2009.

7112   The report is in two parts.

7113   Part One considers the degree to which conventional broadcasters have met their commitments and expectations documented in their broadcast licences, including promises made as part of tangible benefits packages.

7114   Part Two investigates the degree to which Alberta and the Prairie Provinces have benefitted from private broadcasters' regional distribution of independent production commissioning and expenditures compared to the national average on a per-household basis and also compared to our peer provinces.

7115   The report found that under Part One commitments made by private broadcasters fell short of expected funding commitments in all but two of the years examined. There is a summary of the specific commitment shortfalls on page 1 of the Introduction. In total, there was a regional commitment to Alberta or the Prairie Provinces of over $45 million, of which roughly $15 million remains unexpended or unaccounted for. See page 4 for a chart which breaks these numbers down further.

7116   Please note that as we were able to find data only up to broadcast year 2008-2009 it is possible that some further funding commitments have been made in the past broadcast year. We will update the Commission when we have received the information for the 2009-10 broadcast year.

7117   Please see page 2 of the introduction for a summary of the main findings of Part 2.

7118   The major finding of this report is that Alberta and the Prairie Provinces not only trail Canada's two major production centres, those being Ontario and Quebec, but in many cases they trail many of our peer provinces and the national average.

7119   Alberta, in particular, was one of the most underrepresented provinces in terms of its share of private broadcaster spending on a per household basis.

7120   The analysis also found that Alberta was the most underrepresented province in Canada in terms of original production spending, except for Newfoundland, P.E.I. and New Brunswick, across all levels and genres of production.

7121   On a per household basis, Alberta's level of production was between one-tenth and one-quarter of national averages in these genres.

7122   How do we explain this underrepresentation?

7123   Contrary to the general perception, Alberta provides a very supportive environment in which to produce television programming. Since 1998 we have had a provincial film fund that, while not a tax incentive, provides grant-based investments that are competitive with other provinces. In fact, since 1998 no project that has qualified for this fund has been turned down.

7124   We have great locations, great facilities, and more being planned and built as I speak.

7125   Alberta has a strong production community, in part due to past benefits that flowed to Alberta, which helped develop the producers, directors, writers, actors and crew to the world-class quality that we have today.

7126   Unfortunately, these benefits packages have expired or remain unexpended, and what few regional broadcast funds existed have been eliminated as a result of consolidation of ownership and centralization of development and licensing in central Canada.

7127   In order to correct this imbalance, it is AMPIA's position that regional development offices and significant regional development funds and licences be required as Conditions of Licence for these group-based renewals.

7128   These development offices should be more than drop-off points, with real decision-making power, and should become an integral part of private broadcasters' business plans to secure the best programming possible.

7129   It is now, more than ever, important that national broadcasters have regional executives and regional offices who work hard to bring quality programming from the regions to the national arena. This approach would strengthen the fabric of Canadian television and fulfil the mandate of the national Broadcasting Act.

7130   With regard to the unfulfilled commitments to Conditions of Licence by private broadcasters, we recommend that a staff member or a consultant employed by the CRTC verify the data that we have provided and identify if, indeed, there have been shortfalls in meeting these commitments. If there have been, we ask that the regulator enforce the Conditions of Licence that have not been met.

7131   AMPIA appreciates the opportunity to comment on the GLP applications, and I would be happy to answer any questions you might have, and Kristian Roberts can speak to any questions regarding the findings of the report.

7132   Thank you.

7133   THE CHAIRPERSON: Thank you for your submission, and thank you for giving us some substantive data, rather than just feelings and perceptions. That is very helpful.

7134   This whole issue of regional production -- I don't know whether you were here when we had the broadcasters before us. I have heard now twice the very laudable intentions and undertakings and visiting the province and drawing provincial productions, et cetera, but then the performance doesn't meet the rhetoric.

7135   Are there any concrete suggestions that you have that we should employ?

7136   I mean, every broadcaster will tell me: If it's a good story, we will do it. Whether it comes from Manitoba or from Ontario, there is no difference. We will gladly film it in Manitoba -- or Alberta, or Saskatchewan, or whatever province you take.

7137   But it doesn't usually happen.

7138   Do you have some concrete suggestions on what we should do to address this issue?

7139   MR. EVANS: I think that the best possible solution, from our perspective, would be to support the few remaining regional offices that certain broadcasters have in the region, and specifically I am talking about the CTV office in Vancouver and the ACCESS office in Edmonton.

7140   But, in addition to those, we need the roles clarified, in that it is by no means certain that the CTV office in Vancouver will remain open after the departure of their development officer there, and the role of ACCESS as a commissioning entity has significantly declined over the past several years, to the point where very little activity is being commissioned at all.

7141   So we would suggest that, as a Condition of Licence of these renewals, all broadcasters that are applying be encouraged or required to maintain or open offices of development, if they don't have them already.

7142   THE CHAIRPERSON: Okay. Thank you.

7143   Peter, do you have some questions?

7144   COMMISSIONER MENZIES: Thank you very much for this. This is really very intriguing.

7145   How long have you been working on this, putting this study together?

7146   MR. EVANS: The report had to be put together in a very short period of time, because we were tasked with this activity at our last appearance, which was at the beginning of February.

7147   Kristian, do you want to speak to that?

7148   MR. ROBERTS: Nordicity was contracted by AMPIA only three or four weeks ago, so this is a process of one month or less, from our engagement to this hearing today.

7149   COMMISSIONER MENZIES: What was your first reaction when you saw the report?

7150   Did you go, "I told you so," or what?

7151   MR. EVANS: My reaction was -- it was not out of line with my expectations, but I guess it was a little bit more severe than even I was expecting.

7152   COMMISSIONER MENZIES: The extent to which it shows underspending or non-spending -- I am trying to condense this really quickly, but about a third of the money that was supposed to be spent by the broadcasters in Alberta was not spent, or there is no evidence that it was spent?

7153   MR. EVANS: Perhaps Kristian could speak to that.

7154   MR. ROBERTS: Yes, I will speak to that question.

7155   I think your latter statement is perhaps more accurate, that is, there is no evidence that it was spent.

7156   I should point out that there are a variety of reasons for why that money may not have been spent, including, but not limited to, the end of a fund by virtue of consolidation of stations.

7157   So, yes, effectively there are a number of reasons why those funds might not have been expended, and in some cases we simply haven't been able to verify whether or not the fund has been spent because no information has been made available to us from our request to the CRTC for such information.

7158   COMMISSIONER MENZIES: So you have been making these requests to us, to our staff, to find this information for you?

7159   MR. ROBERTS: Correct. Under the timeframe, that was the only viable option.

7160   COMMISSIONER MENZIES: How would you characterize that exercise?

7161   MR. ROBERTS: Like a sleuthing exercise. That is perhaps the best characterization of the exercise.

7162   COMMISSIONER MENZIES: Spoofing?

7163   MR. ROBERTS: Sleuthing, in that it was a mystery to be solved. The information was not easily readily available and it required that it be tracked through a number of documents and, effectively, of course, back to the original decision.

7164   COMMISSIONER MENZIES: Now, is this something that applies generally to our ability to track these spends?

7165   MR. ROBERTS: I cannot speak to that generally, I can speak only to those benefits packages and Conditions of Licence that are contained in this document, and whilst it is not very difficult to find where those commitments are and where they come from, it is reasonably difficult to find where those particular resources were expended.

7166   COMMISSIONER MENZIES: What was the explanation that you received?

7167   MR. ROBERTS: We did not receive any explanation for that difficulty.

7168   COMMISSIONER MENZIES: How long have you been trying to bring this to our attention?

7169   MR. EVANS: We mentioned it as part of our presentation with regard to the BCE application in our presentation in February, and then we were asked by Commissioner Poirier to substantiate our subjective, I guess, analysis with some hard data. So, really, only in that very short period of time.

7170   However, I would have to say that other producers that are part of our organization have been lobbying for more activity and more regional spending for years -- years and years.

7171   COMMISSIONER MENZIES: There seem to be two issues here. One is people doing what they say they are going to do, and the other is the sort of separate issue of regional spending. But on the regional spending issue, the one question I had is: How would --

7172   You might not have these statistics, and I am not demanding them of you, but can you give me your impression of how this might look if the public broadcaster's spending was included as well?

7173   MR. EVANS: That is a good question. I think the numbers would be a little bit higher. CBC, in particular, has invested heavily in production in Alberta over the last several years, or during the scope of this study, and it is our intention to broaden the scope of this study to include not only the CBC, but also production related to the National Film Board, as part of this overall study of production in Alberta for the same time period, and we are hoping that we will be able to work with Nordicity to expand the scope of the study and provide that information to you at some point in the future.

7174   COMMISSIONER MENZIES: How would you describe the overall health of your membership, in terms of it as an industry, in recent years?

7175   MR. EVANS: I would say that over the past couple of years we have been in a rather precipitous state, especially in terms of the number of craft positions that have been emigrating, I guess, from Alberta to B.C., and in some cases other Prairie Provinces, as well, because, simply, the amount of production has declined to a level where people find they can't make a living doing it any more without travelling to other jurisdictions.

7176   COMMISSIONER MENZIES: How much are these statistics to blame for that?

7177   MR. EVANS: I would say that, partly, the overall economic conditions since 2008-2009 are largely to blame for that.

7178   However, I think it's significant when we look at the amount of regional spending and the decline that has happened over the last, I would say, four years of this study. That has played a significant role, as well.

7179   COMMISSIONER MENZIES: To be fair, wouldn't it be -- what I am trying to get a sense of is the trending, because to a certain extent it tends to make sense that if Vancouver is a larger film centre, more people will go there. If that's where the business is, that's where people will go, if that's where the resources are, and it has a better climate for year-round work, and has a lot of the geographical assets that might work in Alberta, too.

7180   There is sort of an assumption made there that you are probably always going to lose some talent, but what I am trying to get a bigger picture of is what is different today from ten years ago. Is it better or worse, and why or why not?

7181   MR. EVANS: Let me just clarify, first of all, that when I was talking about jobs moving outside of our province, I was specifically talking mostly about craft positions. For obvious reasons, I think that a number of producers who are Alberta-based would choose to stay and work in Alberta and produce stories based in Alberta, and a number of them continue to do so, but they are faced with the challenges of finding crews who are available to work when they do get production financing.

7182   So in terms of the overall expenditure and availability of funding for development and production, there has been a decline in the last ten years.

7183   Ten years ago the situation was much better. There were still some regional production funds that existed, and a number of benefits packages, which have since wound down, and there is really nothing coming on-stream to replace these sources of funding.

7184   Our argument is that when you look at that situation, the decline of regional funds and benefits packages, and then look at the position of Alberta within the overall context of peer-to-peer comparison, in comparison with the national average, there has been an historic underspend in Alberta and in the Prairie Provinces, and we are hoping that that can be addressed as part of the Conditions of Licence of these group-based renewals.

7185   COMMISSIONER MENZIES: Sure, but wouldn't it make some sense, from a business point of view, for some of the stations to -- if you are struggling to create Canadian drama, that we put in --

7186   From everything we have heard, it doesn't make money, at least for the broadcaster, in the short-term, so their tendency would be to make programming that is more likely to capture the larger audiences that are available to them in southwestern Ontario, the Flashpoints and the Rookie Blues and that sort of stuff. It is, pound-for-pound, probably less expensive than shifting out to Alberta.

7187   How would you address that argument?

7188   MR. EVANS: I am not sure that I would agree with that. I think, if you look at a show like Heartland, or a show like Blackstone, both of which are filmed in Alberta -- Heartland is the more expensive of the two, and certainly it makes sense, in terms of its content, for it to be based in Alberta. You couldn't shoot a horse drama in southern Ontario.

7189   Well, I suppose you could, but you wouldn't have the mountains.

7190   So I think that show -- I am not sure what the levels of per episode spend are compared to a show like Flashpoint, but I would say that they are probably no more expensive. In fact, I think that in certain regards, Alberta is a much more competitive place to produce than Ontario.

7191   There is some data being prepared by the Alberta Film Commission that will be forthcoming that supports that position, within particular levels of production.

7192   I mean, we are not competitive with, say, B.C. on $120 million, special effects, superhero shows, but on that mid-level Canadian series we are very competitive.

7193   I would point to a show like Blackstone as a show that has much lower costs, partly as a result of the fact that it was commissioned through the Aboriginal Peoples Television Network, which typically has smaller budgets, but they are able to produce a quality show that is set in a very specific region of Alberta, and it is much cheaper, I am sure, to produce than Flashpoint.

7194   COMMISSIONER MENZIES: I just have two more questions. One, could you just clarify for me, because I am still not sure, how long you had been trying to obtain the data on the broadcaster spend?

7195   If you were intervening at the Bell hearing, I am assuming that this had been of concern to you for some time and that you were --

7196   MR. EVANS: Yes.

7197   COMMISSIONER MENZIES: -- trying to obtain data at some point.

7198   MR. EVANS: Just to give you some historical context, many years ago, I believe it was in 1998, there was a study that was commissioned by AMPIA called "The Watchful Eye", and it was essentially the same thing. It was a breakdown of all of the benefits programs and a tracking of how that money had been spent, or not, and there has been a general desire and recognition that AMPIA needed to engage in such a study again, especially with regards to the recent changes of ownership of, you know, what was A-Channel and Craig Media to CHUM to City, and the question that our members are asking us is: What happened to the A-Channel fund? Where is that money? Did it ever get spent?

7199   When we were at the Commission hearing in February, Commissioner Poirier's point was very well taken, and we decided that, even though we had a very short timeframe, we should endeavour to find as much information as we can, which is why we contacted Nordicity, because they have a lot of this information at their fingertips.

7200   And even though this was put together in a relatively short period of time, we feel that the information in it is beneficial and it's tangible and it's real, and it shows some very worrying trends.

7201   COMMISSIONER MENZIES: It certainly is great food for thought. Thank you for this, because it is so much easier to deal with data than it is just perceptions and opinions.

7202   One last question: Could you just reconfirm that the business case for producing in Alberta is competitive with the business case for producing elsewhere?

7203   And if you have any -- I don't want to push my luck, but if you have any data on that, or if there is data in here that I haven't seen yet, that would be helpful, too.

7204   MR. EVANS: I do have some data that was provided to me by the Alberta Film Commission. However, I have been asked not to disclose it because it has yet to be vetted by their department.

7205   However, I could sort of give you a snapshot of it, which is that, compared to B.C. and Ontario, Alberta is competitive in all genres and levels, including factual series, factual one-offs, dramatic series, and dramatic one-offs, up to a budget of a $20 million feature film.

7206   COMMISSIONER MENZIES: Thank you. My colleagues may or may not have some questions.

7207   THE CHAIRPERSON: Suzanne...

7208   COMMISSIONER LAMARRE: Thank you, Mr. Chair.

7209   I can't read that fast, so I didn't read the report, I am just looking at the pictures, and looking quickly at the pictures, I have two questions.

7210   First, the data you are providing, does it include both French and English productions for all provinces?

7211   MR. ROBERTS: It does, yes.

7212   COMMISSIONER LAMARRE: On page 16, something jumped right out at me. On Figure 10 it says: "Canadian private broadcasters' expenditures on children's and youth."

7213   Now, your definition of private broadcasters, for these figures, does it include TVO, TFO and Télé-Québec?

7214   MR. ROBERTS: These are private broadcasters only.

7215   COMMISSIONER LAMARRE: Only private, so it excludes TVO, TFO and Télé-Québec.

7216   MR. ROBERTS: It does.

7217   COMMISSIONER LAMARRE: Thank you. That's it.

7218   THE CHAIRPERSON: Thank you very much. Those are our questions for you. We appreciate you coming, and we appreciate you giving us this report.

