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Since it opened its doors in the Spring of 1986, the Ontario Film Development Corporation
(OFDC) has been at the centre of a remarkable flowering of English-Canadian cinema.
Building on an existing commercial sector (by the 1980s Ontario had already become the
third largest centre in North America for commercials and serial television production),
the OFDC has created a feature-film culture in Ontario where none had existed
before. There were the (few) hits and (many) misses of the early years in the 1960s,
and the individual success of David Cronenberg in the 1970s, but nothing
resembling a thriving feature-film culture until the OFDC began investing
in the director/writer-driven, low-budget films of Atom Egoyan,
Patricia Rozema and Bruce McDonald. The 10-year nurturing of ‘.

Egoyan’s idiosyncratic vision has produced Exotica, a genuine box o '

office success and a triumph for independent English-Canadian

cinema. Now all that has been put in jeopardy by one of the most right-wing provincial govern-
ments in Canadian political history. Culture has gone on the chopping block along with so much

else, and even the limited arts funding of the 1980s and early 1990s is now a thing of the past.
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In light of these events and in acknowledgement of

the OFDC’s 10th anniversary, Take One presents a fea-
 ture interview with Alexandra Raffé, the residing CEO at
’ the agency and independent producer, whose films (/7e

& Heard the Mermaids Singing, Zero Patience) were such a

large part of its remarkable success story.

1996 is the 10th anniversary of the Ontario
Film Development Corporation. What do you
think has been accomplished in those 10 years?

In the 10 years two dramatic things have
happened, both of which the OFDC has been
vigorously involved in. One is the growth of the
commercial infrastructure, and the other is the
_ fact there is a cultural cinema in the province. I am
going to deal with the commercial sector first because in
Colm Feore in THIRTY-TWO SHORT & part (along with the OFDC and Telefilm Canada) it’s what

FILMS ABOUT GLENN GOULD: “a - ; _
huge success” = has enabled cultural cinema to happen. The commercial
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side in the province has gone
from $95-million to $500-million worth
of production activity. Most importantly,
it's gone from being two-thirds American
to two-thirds Canadian. It’s not just the
lower dollar, The dollar helps enormous-
ly, but it’s not just the dollar. We are uni-
versally loathed by the American film
commissions because of the aggressiveness
and the success of Gail Thomson's work
in bringing productions to the province.
This has meant that crews, labs...everyone
is working. The feature film crew, the

fabulous crew that you get to work for :

half price, that we got for shirt buttons on
Mermaids, makes a living doing commer-
cials and union pictures. The thing that
the OFDC set out to do when it started
out was to create a cultural cinema, an
English language cultural cinema, and it
has been, I think, very successful in doing
that.

The creation of the OFDC was a
response by the Ontario government in
1986 to provide ffrztm’f’ film funding,
because the federal government was no
longer providing this funding. The
Canadian Film Development Corporation
had ceased to exist. Telefilm Canada had
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come on stream, but it wasn’t funding low-
budget feature films.

Absolutely true. Bur the political real-
ity was that we were created under
Ontario’s Development Corporations
Act in 1985. That was the quickest and
easiest way. The Liberals knew we want-
ed to create a cultural cinema. That was
why we were set up and that was the

political motivation, but that was a long :

time ago.

The OFDC’s mandate was for the low-
to-medium-budget feature films and first-
time filmmakers, was it not?

The OFDC’s mandate, sadly, is 100
per cent economic. The OFDC adopted a
mission, which was to seek out low-bud-
get films. The OFDC has had huge suc-
cesses with ['ve Heard the Mermaids
Singing, Speaking Parts, Highway 61, and
Thirty-Two Short Films About Glenn
Gould. We had a large number of young
filmmakers who felt that: “give me
$300,000, and leave me alone, and I'll go
make a movie.” And those movies had a
lot of international success. I think that is
interesting, because I think to some
extent we are coming full circle on that.

In Quebec, in Ontario, in B.C,, it’s get-
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ting harder to get a movie made.

You say that the mandate of the OFDC
was economic, yet it has pmd’m‘ed this
extraordinary growth in English-Canadian
cinemd.

This was intentional. I think there
was a genuine desire in the mid-1980s
that somehow we could create a viable
cultural cinema, an economically viable
cultural cinema. One looks at Quebec,
especially during the mid-1980s, one
looks at the enthusiasm with which fran-
cophone audiences turned out for fran-
cophone stars, francophone films, fran-
cophone directors, and francophone
product. And I think there was a genuine
belief that maybe we could light the same
fires in Ontario. And to a certain extent
we have, absolutely.

Cannot this suc-
cess be levered into
the 1990s?

Let’s be honest,
Canadian cinema is
not an economic
success in Canada,
period. I think it is
a cultural triumph.
You look around
the world. How
many people in
Canada, 30 million?
And about 7 mil-
lion in Quebec. So 23 million in English
Canada. Compare ourselves with any
other small country around the world and
look ar the cinema we have created in
English Canada, from a standing start.
And I don’t disregard some of the bril-
liant players in the early days, the Dons
(Don Shebib and Don Owen), bur essen-
tially from a standing start from the mid-
1980s to the mid-1990s we have created
an international profile for cultural cine-
ma and brilliant young directors. I mean,
it has been phenomenal.

In retrospect, should the OFDC have
been legislated d’{ﬁérc’mfy, come under a
diﬁ;’renr npfmrirzg mandate?

I don’t think it would have made a
blind bit of difference. The winds of
change that are taking place in Ontario
are so absolute that there is no legislative
shield one could hold up. There isn't an
entity in the province that won’t have to
deal with this, and I think this change in
government is only the outward manifes-
tation that the world has changed com-
pletely in the last 10 years. The environ-
ment in which we make films, the inter-
national market, the chances for a film to
get out, the chances for distribution, the
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chances for a film to make a dime at the
box office, the whole kit and caboodle has
changed beyond recognition since we
started 10 years ago. There are only 400
screens in the U.S. which play art cinema.
They get about five per cent of the box
office. The marker is a nightmare. We
have a domestic market that doesn’t sup-
port cultural cinema, or any other kind of
cinema when it comes to that, except for
American cinema. But it is the same
problem they have everywhere in the
world. Asia is the great new marker for
American film. We have film costs that
have gone through the roof, because peo-
ple are tired of starving to death making
movies. The chances of your film being
showcased at a festival and picked up for
sales around the world, as did Mermaids
and Highway 61 even five years ago, has
gone from one in 1,000 to one in 20,000,
I heard someone at the Trade Forum in
Vancouver last week say: “The problem
with filmmakers is they're like junkies.
They remember that one great high.”
That’s absolutely true! I spent years on
the high from Mermaids. The little engine
that could. We could do it. We played
that game beautifully in the 1980s when
th(?l"f was so ]Tll.lch more m(lne}'\ \'\"he]l
the arts pendulum was so much further
over to the left, when investing money in
our cultural expression was not a contro-
versial thing to assume. The pendulum
has shifted. The world has changed. I'm
sorry, the world changed

Okay, let’s tall about the cuts. You have
been frozen.

Which basically means that whatever
we have not spent we have given back.

Can you give us some numbers?

Basically the government gave us $25-
million a year, divided $14-million into
OFIP [the Ontario Film Investment
Program, which is a tax break for invest-
ing in Ontario-based productions], and
the rest into everything else, which we
supplement with interest earnings,
recoupment and de-commits. We have
multi-year commitments and we never
commit out of another year’s funds. We
were spending $28- or $29-million in a
good year. What the government did was
say: okay from the $14-million to OFIP,
you haven’t committed $1.7 of it, so we
want that back. There was $6.5 uncom-
mitted in what they call business pro-

grams (all the rest of the  gpgjla MeCarthy in 1'VE HEARD THE
basket of programs we MERMAIDS SINGING: “the litile engine that

..
offer) and they took that could
back too.

So it’s not a freeze, but a
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claw-back.

A mid-term claw-back, yes.

Does this effectively mean there will be
no more pmdm’tiam out of the OFDC this

year?

There are no new productions out of
the OFDC this year. However, there are
productions that had been green-lighted
and committed to, prior to the freeze,
that have not yet been shot. Lilies started
to shoot in Montreal long after the July
announcement, and Boys Club started
about that time. Joe’s So Mean to Josephine
has yet to shoot. I think that’s expected to
shoot in three weeks’ time.

What does this hold for the future of the
OFDC? Does it have a future?

I'll tell you what we have been doing
and I'll tell you what we are hoping for.
All the government agencies are in the
same boat. We make the assumption that
having $8.2-million removed from the
$25-million they gave us, we would be
fools or on drugs to assume that we will
ever see that again. Every single entity in
Ontario is going to get less
money. If it were only a
question of the $8-million
gone by next year, quite
frankly 1 would be very
relieved. Because I think one
can do enough fine-tuning.
This government does not
believe in providing industri-
al assistance. It doesn’t, how-
ever, disagree with the notion
of industrial development,
the distinction being corpo-
rate welfarism and industrial
development. We have
attempted to explain our
programs, we have worked
closely with the CFTPA
[Canadian Film and Tele-
vision
ciation] as they have gone
and explained their programs
to the ministry. We have
said: “If you're not interested
in the cultural discussion,
here are the economic merits
of the industry. Do you

Production Asso-

know what this sector does
for you? Do you know the
whole mass of it, from the art
movie to the very large star-
driven movies?” So you can

go forward with the economic argument
that celebrates the high-end jobs and the
big machine and which also includes the
soup-to-nuts of the very low-budget film.
It's all part of the growth cycle. We've
had some success doing that. It’s a Tory
government. [t’s not NDP polirics. It’s
not stand up and rally in the streets time.
It's counterproductive,

Dm'mg a time of very little p:‘adr;crim.*
in the 19705, there was a coming together
afrfac' community and f}idmr?y into organi-
zations such as the Council of Canadian
Filmmakers. I see none of that today. I see
js'ﬂgfe'—:':m'rﬁr groups like the Caucus or
TWIFT making a point or two. You, your-
self, have been quoted in the Toronto Star
as being “diplomatically mum.”

Yes, well anyone who knows me
knows I am never diplomatic. This is a
government which believes it has consult-
ed when it was out in the wilderness. It

developed these economic statements,
The Blueprint for Economic Renewal and
Prosperity in Ontario, New Directions, and




Common Sense Revolution. It got elected
on the mandarte of the Common Sense
Revolution and it doesn't need to talk o
anybody. It also knows it has the ability
to make these kind of Draconian and
giant changes to the role of government
in the economy. In this government’s
mind, public demonstrations prove that
they are doing somerhing right. My credi-
bility depends on my being able to sit
down and be listened to and say: “I know
how you feel about business grants, but
did you know we are not part of the
problem, we're part of the solution. Do
you know what this sector does for the
economy?” Information technology and
the communications sector are our
biggest growth secrors. This is a 21st-cen-
tury industry. It's growing and still needs
support. It needs a constant stream of tal-
ent being trained at an entry level, to be
brought in. You need a level of activity to
sustain the infrastructure. We create phe-
nomenal jobs. It's a knowl-

Michael MecManus and Arsinee Khanjian in
: ) > N _ 8PEAKING PARTS: “There was a genuine
of course, our all-time favourite, The desire to create a viable cultural cinema”

edge-based industry. RER — /=M — =T -+—I10IIl" 1= =ST1T +—F+=T,

good news story, all
around. [ would feel emo-
tionally better if I could
stamp my feet and have a
tantrum, but my effective-
ness would be reduced. I
also have a real moral prob-
lem here. Am 1 going to
stand up and campaign in
public for a restoration of
monies for the cultural sec-
tor when Wheel-Trans
people are getting screwed and welfare
mothers are getting screwed? It's ques-
tionable if it’s even moral. Everybody is
going to get less.

People are being more conservative,
more temperate in what they say because
they have more to lose. It's a sign of the suc-
cess of the industry over the past 10 years.

Believe me, this is not the job I
thought I was taking when I came in
here. However, we have done a great deal
of analysis in the past three months to try
and pick a strategy for the future. We
were doing this anyway because of our
10th anniversary, but I'm the new broom
rushing around to see whar can be done.
We had been looking at our programs to
see what is really working and what is
not, and what would we do differently if
we were opening our doors afresh. We
have done a restructuring to get rid of the
processing problems that had resulted
from government regulations and paper
work. What is the really important thing
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to do? Develop talent. I think what we do
is offer fewer programs. Clearly, if there
are major cuts, we will have to downsize
staff; you can’t operate 16 programs with
fewer people. So fewer programs and
more targeted programs. If OFIP can
serve the economic sector, then the most
important programs are the development
evel film funding.
And if we don’t have $5- or $6-million to

of talent and entry-

play with for the production fund, and
we only have $2-million, then we will go
back to doing what we have been doing
better than anyone else—develop talent
and very low-budget, edgy new cinema,
There is a fear that you will return to
the situation prior to the OFDC, when the
province was just pmuiﬁﬁng location services

for American productions.

That, unfortunately, is one of the pos-
sible scenarios, and certainly that scenario
has been considered by the civil servants
in the ministry. [ think we have made a
lot of progress since then. I think this
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government does accept and acknowledge
the importance of the role of the industry.
[ think there is acceprance of the econom-
ic argument, so I am much more opti-
mistic sitting here in October .

Is there another way to approach this
financial instability?

Put $12-million in an arts bank and
let it sit there for a year. Then run cultur-
al cinema, not economic, but cultural cin-
ema out of the interest and revenue. This
government understands recoupment,
and if you look to a 25 per cent return
you could keep the fund going a long
time. Make it a one-time thing,

Do you think this would fly?

I don’t know. It's a proposal, it’s on
the table.

[ would like to move to another area of
concern for the Canadian filmmaker, and
that is distribution. There have been notses
from Ottawa recently that the feds are
ready to revisit the problem of American
domination of our distribution sector.

TAKE ONE
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What do you think?

[ think the argument is 10 years too
old. I don’t think [federal Heritage
Minister Michel] Dupuy is going any-
where with it. You'd have to be nuts to
think that the Americans for a nanosec-
ond would rolerate a restriction on their
distribution practices. They would shoot
Free Trade down first. It's never going to
happen. Also I think it is too late. When
the argument was really important was in
the 1960s, 1970s and early 1980s, when
the ability of our distribution sector to
g]'OW aﬂd Pfﬂspcr was S0 n‘l;lSSi\-'C‘l}’ cur-
tailed. I think the discribution sector
would like more favourable legislation
and would profit from it enormously.
The assumption that somehow this will
trickle down into more Canadian screen
timt' or Pl][til]g more n1(]lle}’ Int(} mar-
keting and promotion of Canadian film 1
think is a leap of faith. I think thar in
fairness you have to look at what
Cineplex has done for Rude and Dance
Me Outside with no success at the box
office. Alliance and Malo also make a big
effort. However, it’s too easy to say that
they would make a difference. They will
play those films as long as they are mak-
ing money, and they’ll drop them when
they don’t make money. Simple as that. ]
think the question is, “Is it possible to
make that much more money than we
currently are in the domestic market-
place?” I know we want an English-
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Canadian film to make $2-million
dollars domestically, but the films that
do aren’t independent films from any-
where. They are big American pic-
tures with stars. The demographic
that supports specialty cinema
which Canadian films are by defini-
tion because they don’t have stars, car
chases, or special effects—is very
small. It’s a specialty cinema that has
to compete with The Piano, The
Snapper or Once Were Warriors. We
have a phenomenal audience for

Canadian cinema, there’s just not
enough of them. Having our own dis-
tribution? I think Alliance, Malo and
Norstar would be happy puppies, but
would they have an increased appetite
for Canadian films? I'm not so sure.

How about the third leg of the film
business, exhibition? Is there any way
maore (:(Ui‘({di‘dﬁ‘ ‘ﬁi‘?ﬂf can [j}f 5}901{.’” arl-
side the major markets?

That's been a huge problem for a

A& great deal of time. The cost of launch-

ing a film is several thousand dollars.

Even in Toronto, where a good
amount of attention has been put into
Canadian films, they can open and do less
than $2,500 at the box office in a week. If
you spend $5,000 opening a film in
Thunder Bay, and you do less than
$2,500 at the box office, of which the dis-
tributor is going to get about 45 per cent,
you have just taken a huge bath. And if
you did this in 20 cities across the
province?! These places don’t have an
audience for Canadian films. They don’t
have an audience for independent film.
We don’t, vet, have a cable station devot-
ed to Canadian and independent cinema

like they do in Europe. CITY-TV is try-
ing hard, but at the moment they only
have limited reach. But if you look at the
success of movies on television—if you
look at actually how many people watch
movies on television—it's the after-mar-
ket that feeds the primary market.

I would like to end here by asking_wu :f
you are going to stay on. You said earlier
this is not the job you were hired to do.

I’'m making notes about what not to
ask my successor at the interview. Forget
abour this film policy garbage, let’s talk
about government. Of course I'll stay.
The worst thing, whether people think
I’'m doing the right thing or not doing
the righr thing, would be nobody at the
head of the agency. | am a government
CEO and an independent producer,
which gives me an odd ability to be credi-
ble. I'm not just a civil servant fighting
for my job. I'll be leaving in a year and a
half anyway. | signtd on for three years.
The best-case scenario is that we will be
allowed to continue. We'll have reduced
money, we'll be told to change the ideolo-
gy of our programs, and we'll spend the
time from now until the next fiscal year
consulting and changing our programs. |
don’t think a single program will survive
as it is. It would not be hclpﬂll if the
OFDC was going through a job search
for a CEO during this time. It would also
mean bt‘ing a bit of a quitter, which I
have never been. | can be a whiner and a
sulker and stamp-my-little-footer, but
never a quitter. I am not, however, going
to preside over the dismantling of the
OFDC as we know it @

Valerie Buhagiar and Don McKellar in HIGHWAY
61: “low-budget, edgy new cinema"
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