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RELAX, YOU'RE WORKING WITH PROFESSIONALS:

Palo Alto pals BRAD LEONG (writer-director), JUSTIN MENTELL (Guild actor),
TONY VALLONE (writer), BEN SAVAGE (Guild actor) and DANIEL V.
ENGELHARDT {producer) share a candid moment at American Film Market 2007.
The combination of young filmmakers and hot young talent has made this debut
feature film a hit at festivals and a property of interest to distributors.

the HOTTEST INDIE
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FLICKS use
uild Talent

n independent film, in its

broadest sense, is any motion

picture shot outside of the
studio system. But just because a
picture isn't“Hollywood,” doesn't
mean it can’t use pro talent. In fact, the
indies that garner the most attention
each year use Screen Actors Guild

actors working under SAG contracts.

“The indie contracts give you professional talent at
greatly reduced prices,”says Darrien Michele Gipson,
national director of outreach for SAGIndie. Gipson
promotes the Guild’s contracts for films with
shooting budgets under $2.5 million.

While there are always outstanding independent
films released that are made for more than that
amount (Lost in Translation, The Usual Suspects), the
essence of indie filmmaking is its cost efficiency. Last
year’s Half Nelson, shot under the Modified Low
Budget Agreement (budget less than $625,000),
earned Guild member Ryan Gosling numerous
accolades, including Academy Award and SAG
Award nominations.

Guild members, of course, may always negotiate
higher than scale under any contract agreement, but
it’s clear that cast and crew work on indie films more
for passion than for profit.

Highlighted on page 45 are three examples of
outstanding low-budget films from this year, listed
according to the SAG contracts (Low Budget,
Modified Low Budget and Ultra Low Budget) the
producers signed.

In addition to these three contract options, films
under 35 minutes and under $50,000 can be shot
using the Short Film Agreement. This agreement
allows professional producers to defer payment to
Guild performers pending a distribution deal.
(Student filmmakers, meanwhile, are covered under
a special contract for educational purposes, rather
than profit.)

But, you may ask, aren’t there exceptions for using
SAG actors on “small” projects? Maybe you're
thinking of making a film at your house with some
of your other actor friends. Or maybe you know a
producer who wants a“favor”on a project that you
don't think will ever get noticed.

“Whoever is producing the project absolutely
needs to sign paperwork with the Guild if they want
to use SAG actors,”says Theatrical Contracts Director
Elizabeth Moseley.“And just like with any film, we
encourage our members to call us before the start of
filming to make sure the producer has completed the
signatory process.”
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CASE STUDY:

The number of actors shooting their own projects is definitely on the rise as
performers look for new ways to break through. But even if you are one of
the many producers or other entertainment professionals who read Screen
Actor, and the thought of signing a Guild indie contract is intimidating to
you, consider the young filmmakers who made Palo Alto.

Their previous experience had consisted of short films and
commercial/industrial work. They had never seen a SAG contract before, but
working with a Guild business representative, they successfully completed
their paperwork and created a film they could be proud of.

The production team and two of the stars of the film talked about going
Guild at a SAGIndie panel held November 1 at American Film Market 2007
in Santa Monica, Calif.

“I've been acting my whole life, and I've always been the youngest person
on set,” said 27-year-old co-star Ben Savage of Boy Meets World fame.”But
on this movie, I was at least three years older than everyone else.”

He and fellow cast member Justin Mentell, 25, of the upcoming big-
budget film G-Force, said being in the hands of a producer and director who
were younger than them would have been disconcerting, but the filmmakers
handled everything correctly, including their SAG obligations. They had
done their research and knew they could always call the Guild with any
questions.

The result was a tightly run set and no complaints from talent.

“These guys were so professional, it was like working on a studio picture,”
Mentell said.

For Brad Leong, the then 21-year-old director of Palo Alto, he knew he
wanted seasoned talent like Tom Arnold and 50-year veteran Eve Brent, and
to use hot young actors such as Aaron Ashmore of Smallville, Autumn Reeser
of The O.C., and the others who were cast.

He and Producer Daniel V. Engelhardt say they owe a lot to the talent,
who were willing to take a chance on them based on a strong script. The
actors skillfully juggled their commitments to make the project work.

The producers say they also owe a lot to the Guild as a whole. Without
professional performances, Palo Alto may never have gotten noticed. Instead,
the film got its debut at the prestigious Tribeca Film Festival and is now
courting interest from distributors.

“The real credit goes to SAG for being a bridge for talent to a group of
filmmakers who didn’t have a significant track record,” said Executive
Producer Philip Engelhardt.

Unfortunately, some producers will get the initial
paperwork, publish a breakdown advertising that the
project is SAG, and then stop there. That has created
more than a few awkward moments for Guild
members who suddenly found themselves in violation
of Rule One. Don't let this happen to you!

INCENTIVES CREATE WORK

So your producer friend doesn’t think she can afford to
go Guild on her feature?

Feature-length scale starts at $100 a day under the
Ultra Low Budget Agreement. Though that may not
seem like a lot of pay for hardworking actors, many see

it as a reasonable compromise for indie filmmakers
just starting out who want to see their passion projects
fully realized—most of whom are also willing to
negotiate backend points.

The Guild has insisted that professional actors be
paid at least $100 a day on feature films since 2005,
when the old Experimental Agreement was phased
out, along with its deferred-payment model. (This
agreement was the first of SAG’s indie contracts,
dating back to 1969.)

As producers attain higher levels of financing, they,
of course, get increased incentives to hire Guild talent
over non-professionals.

Under the Modified Low Budget and Low Budget
agreements, producers can raise their budgetary caps
if they cast a significant number of Guild members of
“protected classes.” Those caps determine the scale an
actor must be paid. True, the actor gets paid less under
an Affirmative Action contract, but more work
opportunities are created for minorities, senior citizens,
women and the disabled—and more films get made.

For example, under the Modified Low Budget
Agreement, a producer’s production budget can go as
high as $937,500 if he hires “diverse” actors for 50
percent of the speaking roles and for 50 percent of the
shooting days.

That keeps scale for day players at $268 a day, rather
than the $504 a day that Guild day players ordinarily
make under the Low Budget Agreement, which is the

continued on page 50
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SHANNYN SOSSAMON: o s with life

LISA KUDROW and SCOTT PRENDERGAST fathom childcarein Kabluey.

LOW BUDGET CONTRACT

($625,000-$2.5 million budget)

Title: WRISTCUTTERS: A LOVE STORY

Cast: Shannyn Sossamon, Patrick Fugit, Will Arnett,
Jake Busey, Tom Waits, Bonnie Aarons, Matt Anderson,

Anthony Azzizi, Abraham Benrubi, Leslie Bibb, Mark Boone,

Cameron Bowen, Julie Carmen, Clayne Crawford,

Anne Dudek, Chase Ellison, Mark Frederichs, Dorothy

(Reedy) Gibbs, Adam Gifford, Mary Pat Gleason, Zia Harris,

John Hawkes, Irwin Keyes, Ava Metz, Aaron Mouser,

Nick Offerman, Victoria Prescott, Anatol Razmeritsa,
Sarah Roemer, Julie Sanford, Amy Seimetz, Azura Skye,
Mark Edward Smith, Eddie Steeples, Nils Stewart, George
Weiss Vendo, Shea Whigman, Jazzmun and Troy DeWalt
Logline: A film set in a strange afterlife way station that has
been reserved for people who have committed suicide.
Rave reviews: Village Voice, New York Times

Awards: Grand Jury Award Nomination, Sundance Film
Festival; Best Feature Film Nomination, Spirit Awards;
Best Director, Seattle Film Festival; Best Narrative Film,
Wisconsin Film Festival

Release date: October 19 limited release, November
wide release

MODIFIED LOW

BUDGET CONTRACT
($200,000-$625,000 budget)
Title: KABLUEY

Cast: Lisa Kudrow, Scott Prendergast,
Teri Garr, Chris Parnell, Elise Ballard,
Patricia Buckely, Vivan Dugre,
Conchata Perrell, Googy Gress,
Jeffrey Morgan, Angela Sarafyan,
Jeffrey P. Schwan, Christine Taylor,
Katherine Willis and Evie Thompson
Logline: An inept man comes to help his
sister-in-law tend to his holy terror
nephews while his brother is off fighting
in Irag.

Rave reviews: Hollywood Reporter,
Cinematical

Awards: No major awards yet, but a
crowd favorite at Austin Film Festival,
Los Angeles Film Festival and others
Release date: Pending distribution deal
could push an official release into 2008

ULTRA LOW

BUDGET CONTRACT

(Under $200,000 budget)

Title: PALO ALTO

Cast: Ben Savage, Tom Arnold,

Justin Mentell, Aaron Ashmore,

Eve Brent, Johnny K. Lewis, Autumn
Reeser, Hailey Bright, Rocky Capella,
Thomas M. Picke, Ryan Hansen,

Robin Hines, Alona Christine Lewis,
Mike Martinez, Jason McMahon,
Connor Ross and Rosalie Ward
Logline: On their last night of Thanksgiving
break, four old friends, now all college
freshmen, realize their small town has
more meaning than they ever imagined.
Rave reviews: Cinema Source, imdb.com
Awards: No major awards yet, but was
an official entry at Tribeca and Austin
film festivals

Release date: Pending

o
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DO IT
YOURSELF

Producers
Discuss
Creating
Indie Visions

with SAG

NOT EVERY STORY GETS PICKED UP
BY ASTUDIO.NOT EVERY DREAM GETS
MADE ON SOMEBODY ELSE’S DIME.

Sometimes it’s necessary to take matters
into your own hands—and the Guild can
help.

Screen Actor spoke to five producers,
representing different levels of experience,
about being independent and the benefits
of working under the Guild’s indie
contracts.

Here’s what the filmmakers had to say, in
their own words:

TOM BUSCH

producer and production manager

I think one of the big benefits of the low
budget contracts is to give directors and
filmmakers access to quality and
experienced actors who are represented by
SAG. They bring name recognition to the
table and that allows an independent
producer to go to investors with confidence.
It also provides the actors work on
productions that may not be as
commercially viable as what’s being offered
out there, but it may be something that is
artistically challenging, and they can work
underneath the umbrella of SAG.

I co-produced the Low Budget film
Swimming Upstream (starring Michael
Moriarty and Ben Savage), which was a
labor of love from the director, who dug into
his own pockets. Being able to cast known
actors helped with the financing and selling.
And we had experienced people on board,
which makes the director’s job easier.

Shooting indie films affords new talent
the ability to emerge because that person
may not get a job on the $5 million or $10
million show. Independent film represents
thousands of projects, so it’s a lot of work

and people have the opportunity to hone
their talent.

CINDY FANG
producer

My experience has always been in the
framework of film school. USC has a special
student agreement with SAG, so it’s a totally
different thing when you're actually in the
real world trying to get your film made.
When I first got that signatory packet, I was
totally overwhelmed. It was daunting, but I
found my Screen Actors Guild business
representative accessible. I could get a hold
of him if  had confusion until I understood
everything.

You should make sure you kind of know
all of the ins and outs of the contract before
you go into production. A lot of times on set
things don't go as you want them to, and
then you're into overtime. I have to know
that under the Ultra Low Budget Agreement
we can'’t go over eight hours. We don’t have
that luxury.

One of the reasons my partner (Patrick
Epino, the writer-director) and I decided to
go SAG on Mr. Sadman was because of the
actor. Our protagonist is very specific as
Saddam Hussein’s body double. We actually
found him in that episode of Arrested
Development, season three, where they go to
Baghdad. We contacted everybody who was
on that episode, and he was the only guy
who was really Iraqi. There was so much
nuance to his performance in our film, and
his background played a huge factor. When
we were moving from the short film version
of Mr. Sadman into the feature version, we
knew we didn’t want anybody else.

The other reason we signed a Guild
contract is, well, if you want a good actor,
you've got to go SAG. It was really never a
question.

HANS RITTER

producer

I was a co-producer on the recent film
Smiley Face (starring Anna Faris), which was
filmed under the Low Budget Contract. The
main benefit is the non-consecutive days
waiver. That is big on a tiny movie. The
schedules are often such where we need to
accommodate a star and work around their
schedule.

Without the low budget agreements, a lot
of movies wouldn’t get made. These quirky
little movies have a target audience, so the
financials don’t make sense unless you can

bring it in under $2.5 million.

I've sort of taken working with the Guild
for granted. They come to the set to check
on their people, and I know the rules so I
never worry about it. It has always been a
happy relationship.

MICHAEL KNOWLES
producer and Guild member

One of the things I had in my mind
before making my own movies was to try to
keep production costs down so the
opportunity to recoup investor money
would be good. I was looking for something
that didn’t bankrupt me and would be a
good investment.

My film Room 314’s shooting budget was
$35,000. The goal was to just focus on
getting the best performances from actors. I
shot that movie all myself. I didn’t use extra
lights. I kept the focus on what I think the
focus should be on—the characters—as
opposed to lights and camera movement.

For me, as far as contracts go, asking a lot
of questions and understanding what you're
getting into is the key. Make sure you really
know what is required of you.

JOHN PUTCH

producer and Guild member

Actors especially who are going to make
their own movies—everyone’s doing it
now— they’re not going to blow a lot of
money on a movie that just shows they can
act. But I would encourage Screen Actors
Guild members to make one, as cheaply as
possible, as I tell students when I teach at
the Conservatory.

The Ultra Low Budget Agreement is just
what it says on the SAGIndie website. For
the filmmaker, there are no premiums. You
can shoot consecutive days in a row, not that
I've done that, and you can use a mixture of
SAG and non-SAG talent.

The Modified Low Budget Agreement is
basically the same, except it covers all
performers and is a different pay scale. Of
course, it has restrictions on days worked.

Route 30, which I just finished shooting,
uses the Ultra Low Budget Agreement, and
I couldn’t be more delighted the entire time.

I encourage anyone who has not done it
before to not be afraid. That first batch of
paperwork is pretty scary, but if you read it
carefully, a lot of it really doesn’t apply to
you on the Ultra Low level. The contract is
literally two pages long.

o
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T'S FUNNY HOW A SIMPLE TRIP TO THE OFFICES
OF SAGINDIE CAN BECOME A METAPHOR FOR
INDEPENDENT FILMMAKING ITSELF:

It's a winding path to an unmarked door... With persistence, you will get there...
You must knock to be let in.

Once inside, you'll find the small organization’s third-floor digs in the Museum
Square Building in Los Angeles aren’t glamorous. Just like a low-budget film set,
there are no extravagancies, only what’s necessary to get the job done.

On this particular day, we happen to catch Darrien Michele Gipson, the on-
the-go national director of outreach, at an unusual place—behind her desk.

She’s on a call with one of her special guests for the evening’s SAGIndie mixer
for the American Black Film Festival. The caller wants to know if she is supposed
to give a speech.

Gipson’s side of the call goes like this: “No, no speeches, but thanks for
offering. ... Well, it’s sort of an unofficial SAGIndie policy. We don't like to
interrupt the flow of the party. ... Yes, it will be very low-key. We just want people
be at ease, so they’ll feel comfortable getting all the information they need.”

SAGIndie, despite the way its name sounds, is not a part of Screen Actors
Guild. Instead, it works equally on behalf of the interests of actors and
filmmakers.

Its funding comes from the Screen Actors Guild-Producers Industry
Advancement & Cooperative Fund. Producers contribute to the IACF in much
the same manner as they contribute to the Pension and Health Fund—meaning
that when members work, contributions are made.

SAGIndie began when the SAG Communications Committee established the
Film Festival/Trade Show Campaign in 1997. That effort was
later renamed the Indie Outreach Campaign, then
ultimately rechristened SAGIndie for branding
purposes.

The organization celebrated its 10-year anniversary
this year with little fanfare other than a mention on its
website.

With significant growth in new films signed each
year, SAGIndie’s soft-sell approach to promoting Guild
contracts seems to be working.

“Since it’'s impossible to demonstrate just how much
we contribute, we take credit for it all,” Gipson joked.

Gipson’s disarming sense of humor and outgoing
personality are indicative of the organization’s
approach. She and her staff are no wallflowers.
SAGIndie either sponsors, hosts panels at or attends
every major film festival in the United States—and

PHOTO: SAG ARCHIVE

there are many. From left, Guild membg

Director of Qutreach

ROSENBERG at the Sun

Gipson'’s calendar for October and the first week of
November not only included the American Black Film
Festival, but also the Hamptons International Film
Festival, the New Orleans Film Festival, the American
Film Institute Film Festival and the Los Angeles Latino
International Film Festival.

That’s not to mention that SAGIndie also sponsors
monthly workshops, sets up special screenings, offers
online resources to filmmakers and schedules one-on-
one consultations.

“The pace is both frantic and extremely well
planned,” Gipson said.

She credits the efforts of her staff, which keep
SAGIndie in motion. They are Manager of
Development and Sponsorship Alexis Fish,

“SAGIndie, despite the
way its name sounds, is
not a part of Screen
Actors Guild. Instead, it
works equally on behalf
of the interests of actors
and filmmakers.”

Information Coordinator Scott Garner, New York
Coordinator Michael Sladek and Assistant Eliza Hajek.
The five staff members all have previous experience
in the world of filmmaking. They also like to chat, tell
jokes and share a drink with new friends.
For more information about SAGIndie, go to
sagindie.org, or contact the office at (323) 549-6064.
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SCREEN ACTOR Winter 2007 | 49




IndieFilm_vll:Layout 1 11/16/07 2:32 PM Page 50

—p—

SAGIndie’s
Top 5 Film Festivals

BY DARRIEN MICHELE GIPSON
SAGIndie National Director of
Qutreach

While we, of course, love all of the
film festivals we attend, here are our
top five favorites (at this particular
moment, and in no particular order).

1) SUNDANCE - really. It's cold,
crowded, and cellular service is
spotty. But you really cannot
NOT go.

2) CANNES - You might see great
films, you might not. It's a festival
where people often don't
remember who wins. But it's in
the South of France, so you can't
complain. And you get a chance
to check out most of the foreign
films.

3) WATERFRONT - in Saugatuck,
MI. It's held in a town that
doesn't even have a movie
theatre in it. But it gets great
town support. The Dupree family
runs it flawlessly, they get great
films and all of the filmmakers
stay in one motel. It's like indie
summer camp!

4) SXSW - Where all the cool kids
are. Austin is all about the indie
spirit, be it film, music or games.
The festival has become really
big, but has managed to keep its
indie cred. It's like the Fox
Searchlight of festivals.

5) CINEVEGAS - Fuggetaboutit!
It's Vegas, baby. The Palms
Casino, the spectacular
Filmmaker Bowling Party at 1
a.m.—SAGIndie sponsors that
one—and great programs and
staff. You can both see films and
lose the money you've saved for
your next film, all in one day!

2000
1,666
2 1500 SAG INDEPENDENT 1,603 sy
= THEATRICAL
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L 2002-2007
& 1000
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*This graphic indicates the growth of paid employment of SAG
members in indie films. It includes all independent films which
completed the signatory process, excluding student films or those
signed under the former Experimental Agreement. The asterisk (*)
indicates years prior to the Ultra Low Budget Agreement. The total
for 2007 represents 11 months’ data.

continued from page 43

next contract tier up.

Producers taking advantage of this same incentive under the Low Budget
Agreement can raise their budgetary caps from $2.5 million to $3.75 million.

That’s a boon to producers of $1.25 million, and all it takes is being open
minded about casting, says SAGIndie’s Gipson.

Incentives are also available for producers who employ Guild background
performers. Under the Modified Low Budget Agreement, the production cap may
be increased an additional $100,000 if the producer hires a minimum average of
three SAG-covered background actors for each day of principal photography.

Again, it’s all about giving cost-conscious producers more options in order to
create more work for members.

The Guild encourages anyone who is crunching numbers on a film to go to
sagindie.org (click on“filmmaking resources,” then “contracts”), RSVP through
their website to attend a SAGIndie workshop (held the second Thursday of each
month in Los Angeles and New York) or give the Theatrical Contracts
Department a call to request a Film Contracts Digest, which outlines SAG’s indie
rates.

When you're ready, the signatory process starts with a preliminary information
sheet submitted to the Theatrical Contracts Department, preferably three-to-six
weeks prior to shooting. (The larger the budget, the more advanced time you
should provide the Guild. In some cases, financial assurances and other more
complicated paperwork will be required.)

For more information about working either as an actor or a producer under
the Guild’s low budget agreements, contact Theatrical Contracts— (323) 549-
6828 in Los Angeles or (212) 827-1553 in New York—and ask to speak to a
business representative. Local branch offices can also assist you in getting the
answers you need.

ARSI, (LI i
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Things ACTORS

CAN DO

In 2008 to

SAVE THE
ENVIRONMENT

ot every thesp can be as ecologically on point as Ed Begley Jr., star of the
reality show Living With Ed, but we can all ask ourselves one question:
“What would Ed do?”
Short of buying a self-sufficient home powered by solar energy, we can
do a lot to follow his example. Here are eight simple things every actor can do this
new year to be environmentally responsible and make a difference.

D ENCOURAGE RECYCLING, ON SET AND OFF. Insist on responsible plates
and containers. Use biodegradable plates and cups if reusable ones are not
an option, and keep recycling bins nearby for cans and bottles. Reuse
water bottles and avoid foam cups. Any extra supplies and food can be
donated to charity.

D Patronize an ENVIRONMENTALLY FRIENDLY DRY CLEANER. Call ahead
to ask if the cleaner you're considering uses perchloroethylene. If so, you
may want to consider doing business elsewhere.

Use RESPONSIBLE VEHICLES whenever possible. That could mean riding
B a bicycle for short-distance errands or encouraging the production you're
on to lease hybrids or electric cars. Always request that your transportation
not idle unnecessarily. Take public transportation or carpool when you can.

D UTILIZE ENERGY MORE WISELY. Replace burned-out light bulbs with
energy-efficient compact fluorescent bulbs. Install energy-saving
thermostats in your home.

WORK ELECTRONICALLY. So many times, we print out a copy of an email
or even something as large as a script when we can simply view what we
need on screen.

REDUCE WASTE. Consider the products you buy and how you can reduce
the amount of packaging which ultimately becomes waste. Inquire about
recycling programs in your area. Reuse yard waste as soil nutrient.

BUY RECYCLED. That could mean products with the familiar green arrows
or“vintage”clothing and furniture from thrift and antique stores.

LEAVE NO FOOTPRINT. Make an effort to check for litter whenever you
leave an outdoor location, even if you weren't the one who left it.

FOR MORE WAYS actors and other industry professionals can make a
positive impact on the environment, check out the California Film
Commission’s new Green Resource Guide. It’s available online at:
www.film.ca.gov/GreenProject/index.html.

TIFFANY KOURY®BERLINER STUDIO/BEIMAGES

ED BEGLEY JR. is pictured with wife RACHELLE
CARSON at the Environmental Media Association’s
17th Annual Awards Ceremony on October 24.
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