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2.3 THE ROLE OF THE BROADCASTERS 

 
The CMF officially launched its activities on March 26, 2010. The new rules of the CMF make 
allowances for a transition period for television, one that has been underway for several years.  
 
Supplementary rights 
 
For several years, supplementary rights have been slipped into agreements between producers and 
broadcasters. The great majority of broadcasters demand exclusivity for all the digital rights. Are 
these rights being exploited? And what is the best way forward? 
 
On the Web : 
Broadcasters presently offer, or will offer in the near future, whole documentaries which can be 
viewed in their entirety free of charge exclusively on their own websites. At the moment, Canal D 
shows very few original Quebec productions on its own website canald.tv, broadcasting mainly 
foreign films. But once the CMF finances the purchase of the digital rights of future productions, 
the latter will have a new life online. Canal D will offer more documentaries on the web.  
 
It’s the same situation at Radio-Canada where documentaries have not been available for 
webcast, but are beginning to be shown on tou.tv. The fact that the audience loves documentary 
will inevitably lead to more choice on tou.tv. In an interview given to the Rue Frontenac journal 
in October 2010, Geneviève Rossier, director of the Internet and Digital services for Radio-
Canada, and Jérôme Hellio, director of Internet content and digital services, recognize that the 
tou.tv model “is not profitable for the time being”, but they state that the series available on this 
platform have not undermined the first tv broadcasts. “I don’t think that there was any 
cannibalization of the viewers. The platforms work well together.” says M. Hellio.41 
 
At Télé-Québec, all the new documentaries (whether one-offs or series) will be available online in 
their entirety immediately following their television broadcast, continuing until the end of the 
season, or for a period of 3 months. Each tv broadcast is the springboard for a new webcast. 
Finally, in terms of the documentary offerings on the TV5 website, online videos will be emphasized 
in the months to come. 
 
Mobile Phones : 
The broadcasters demand mobile and wireless phone rights almost automatically, but they don’t 
have any concrete strategies to exploit them. What’s more, the definition of mobile and wireless 
distribution stipulates that “the Television Component is made available to the Canadian public on a 
mobile or wireless device by a mobile/wireless service provider, including on a live, scheduled, or on-
demand basis. More precisely, this refers to content made available directly by a mobile/wireless 
service provider; it does not include content made available via the Internet, whether or not that 
content is viewed on a mobile/wireless device”.42  
 
On November 8, 2010, Bell announced the conclusion of a partnership with Radio-Canada to 
webcast French content on the smart phones of Bell Mobil ity, the on-demand service of Bell 
Tele Fibe and the portal sympatico.ca. “The clients of Bell Mobil ity and of the on-demand 
service of Bell Tele Fibe, as well as some 2 million individual visitors per month on the French side 
of sympatico.ca, will have access to more than 250 hours of programming, including series, 

                                       
41 http://ruefrontenac.com/spectacles/tv/29135-toutv 
42 CMF – Performance Envelope Program Guidelines 2010-2011. 

http://www.canald.com/webtele/
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documentaries, and public affairs shows. The content is accessible on tou.tv, the on-demand video 
service of Radio-Canada’s website. Visitors to the site sympatico.ca and the clients of Bell 
Tele Fibe can access this content free of charge.”43 
 
Jacinthe Brisebois, director of programming at ARTV, alluded to this type of agreement during the 
last broadcasters’ round table at Doc Circuit in November 2010. “The cable providers required us 
to sign an agreement with them. They demanded these rights to defray their own costs. So, there 
are now broadcasting rights on different web and mobile phone platforms, but the programming is 
available only to the broadcaster’s subscribers. It’s part of the license fee, with no supplementary 
revenue for producers because there isn't any specific  income  connected to a particular 
broadcasting medium.” 

  
All these new digital rights are included in the license. It’s important to note that the acquisition of 
supplementary rights does not imply extra revenue for producers. What’s more, when these rights 
are not exploited, it considerably reduces the capacity of the producer (as well as the creators) to 
exploit the full potential of the project in Canada and internationally, and to access the potential 
financial returns of commercialization. 
 
As far as digital content is concerned, the broadcasters demand that all the content be housed 
exclusively on their sites, for at least one year, in line with the demands of the CMF. But it’s still 
too soon to define norms in terms of archival material, the return of content to producers, and the 
possibility of non-exclusivity when there is more than one broadcaster, etc. 
 
In the Report 3 – Emerging and Digital Media: Opportunities and Challenges (adopted by 
Committee June 15, 2010; presented to the Chamber June 17, 2010), several participants 
emphasized the question of broadcast rights. Maureen Parker of the Writers Guild of Canada 
argued that a national strategy on digital material must trigger commercial conditions, which will 
permit “creators to access their fair share of the revenue flowing from their work.” She explained 
that “Broadcasters demand more rights from producers, without any increase in the license fee. 
For example, if a broadcaster exploits a television program by permitting users to download it on 
iTunes, most of the time the broadcaster keeps the resulting revenue, with no money going to the 
producer. We believe that an agreement must be made between producers and broadcasters 
about this, because in the absence of such an accord, the broadcaster is the only party to profit 
from the new usage. We want to be assured, in collaboration with independent producers, that 
part of this revenue goes to the creators.” 

 
A more detailed breakdown: 
 
Astral 
Jean-Pierre Laurendeau estimates that with the obligation to finance the digital component, Canal 
D will in 2010-2011 license about 10 fewer hours of documentary. From his viewpoint, web 
projects are not all necessary. “If a project is attractive for the web, Canal D will go there. But this 
doesn’t apply to all projects, especially one-off documentaries, because their life-spans are tied to 
television promotion and so are quite limited.” This vision is shared by Sylvie de Bellefeuille, director 
of original programming. “We prefer our producing partners to suggest content for canald.com 
rather than spending our precious few dollars on the creation of exclusive websites.” For Jean-Pierre 
Laurendeau, television is guaranteed both a future and an audience, “but practices are changing and 
evolving very rapidly. We have to adjust.” 
 

                                       
43 Press release, BCE. http://www.bce.ca/fr/news/releases/bev/2010/11/08/76751.html 

http://www.astral.com/
http://www2.parl.gc.ca/HousePublications/Publication.aspx?DocId=4592140&Language=F&Mode=1&Parl=40&Ses=3
htp://wtww.obsdoc.ca/
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To summarize: 
- Canal D finances up to 50% of the digital media component 
- Budgets for the digital media streams are around $40,000 per project (total budget) 
- The digital content is located exclusively at canald.com for a minimum of one year 
- Canal D holds all digital rights exclusively (mobiles, on demand, etc) 
- Television productions can be found on canald.com for 30 days following broadcast. 

 
Radio-Canada 
For George Amar, co-coordinating director, Grands reportages et Documentaires [Major news 
stories and documentaries]: “The real battle is for money, for financing. More players have to be 
fed, so it’s obvious we have to share the pie. But we need a bigger pie. It is still too soon to point 
out, but there will be fewer hours of television product.” Radio-Canada will adjust its strategies 
with the new rules of the CMF for 2011-2012. 
 
To summarize: 

- RC is funding up to 50% of the digital media stream 
- The budget for the digital media content is about $30,000 per project (total budget) 
- The content for the digital component is held exclusively by radio-canada.ca for a minimum of one 

year 
- Radio-Canada holds all the digital rights in exclusivity (mobiles, on-demand, etc.) 
- Certain documentaries will be available in their entirety for screening on tou.tv 

 
Artv 
Jacinthe Brisebois, director of programming, expressed her concerns during the broadcasters’ round 
table at Doc Circuit in November 2010: “It’s rather problematic for us because we don’t have 
very big budgets. So how are we going to develop websites on a particular subject? We are waiting 
to see what will happen, how things evolve.  But clearly, it’s more complicated for us to develop 
websites for one-off documentaries, unless it’s a subject that is totally appropriate.” 
 
To summarize: 

- Artv can finance up to 50% of the digital media component. 
- The budget for an associated digital media stream is about $20,000 – $30,000 (total budget) 
- Artv has concentrated its efforts in developing enhanced digital material for series. 
- The digital content is not located on artv.ca 
- No program will be broadcast in its entirety on artv.ca 
- Artv holds some digital rights. 

 
Télé-Québec 
Micheline Pépin, director of programming, recalls that the one-off documentary demands more 
flexibility at the level of process. “Our problem is that we have difficulty in paying for the 
multiplatform license”, and as far as the one-off is concerned, “The requirement of enhanced 
content must be accommodated as much in development as in production. All the players would 
win if web material were produced only when it was needed.44 Maintaining the on-demand platform, 
however, is an excellent means of attracting an audience to a one-off.” Julie Duhaime, head of new 
media services at Télé-Québec continues: “Our data over the past few years indicates that the 
web does not function indiscriminately for all types of programs. It’s vital to target web productions 
based on the type of project and the audience. In the case of the one-off documentary, the 
content doesn’t always lend itself to the web, far from it. Finally the creation of enhanced content 
for a one-off demands an investment of both money and resources that is much too substantial for 
an hour of television. You can’t expect durability in this case because once the broadcast is over, 
the site is no longer busy and the resources aren’t there to maintain and update it.” 

                                       
44 This request, also made to the CMF by the Documentary Network, was taken into account in the 2011-2012 

guidelines published on December 20th 2010  

 

http://www.radio-canada.ca/
htp://wtww.obsdoc.ca/
http://www.telequebec.tv/
http://artv.ca/


A Documentary Network’s Study – www.obsdoc.ca -  January  2011 

 
39 

 
To summarize: 

- Télé-Québec can finance up to 50% of the digital media stream. Depending on the series, on a case-
by-case basis, the percentage of investment in the project can vary. When it’s a question of a large 
project that will attract funding from the Bell Fund and Quebecor, the investment will run from 10 –
15%. 

- Projects must be located on the Télé-Québec site; digital media projects must subscribe to the rules 
and policies of TQ.tv, and enhance TQ.tv. 

- TQ holds the digital rights for a period of 5 years. Special agreements can be concluded with 
producers to close a site sooner, or to prolong it, as needed. 

- TQ generally holds all the digital rights in exclusivity unless a partner’s status or financial contribution 
justifies sharing the rights. The exclusivity applies for the duration of the rights, and varies if these are 
shared. 

- TQ is evaluating the pertinence and feasibility of increasing their offerings on the mobile platforms. If 
that takes place, documentary will be included. 

 
TV5 
Benoît Beaudoin, head of Interactivity at TV5, is convinced that there are advantages to the 
convergent stream. “Social networks can extend the link with an audience, and open a dialogue with 
communities, which is very relevant for documentaries. Furthermore, these new platforms bring a 
certain generation to television; while television is still the motor, the audience is clearly being 
directed to television by the web.” But Pierre Gang, director of programming, is more restrained: 
“the TV5 envelope has diminished in 2010-2011 and it’s the one-off documentary which is losing 
ground.” 
 
To summarize: 

- Websites are located at tv5.ca exclusively. 
- Depending on the series, the percentage of investment can vary on a case-by-case basis. From 10% to 

15% when it’s a question of large projects that could attract funding from the Bell Fund and 
Quebecor. TV5 can put in up to 30% of the financing for the digital media stream. 

- TV5 holds all digital rights exclusively. 
- The productions are offered on tv5.ca after broadcast. 

 
At TFO, the directors are now in a period of reflection on the orientation the channel will take in 
terms of documentaries and all web/tv programming. During the round table of broadcasters at 
Doc Circuit, Claude Sauvé, programming director for TFO, announced his channel’s approach to 
the digital platforms. “For us, it’s a question of financing; the obligation to produce multiplatform 
material has reduced our envelope and our license fees, since there is no supplementary money. We 
will be able to calculate the impact at the end of the year, but clearly fewer productions will be 
made this year in order to pay for the web component. But we believe in it, we think it’s essential. I 
agree with many people who say that, even for the documentary, the digital platforms are not a 
threat, but another opportunity, and we want to make our mark there. I can assure you that TFO 
will play an important role in the coming years on these digital platforms.” 
 
 
Documentary 
Heather Marshall, Director, Business, Rights, and Content Management, News, Documentary Unit 
and Factual Entertainment, at CBC has remarked on the difficulty she encountered at the time of 
the first submissions. “The cutoff dates for different funding organizations are not harmonized, 
which can harm certain projects.” Bruce Cowley, Creative Head, digital channels at CBC, insists on 
the necessity of adapting to new consumer appetites. “People want to understand what is 
happening around them and in the larger world. They have a strong need to see documentaries, 
which is reassuring, but they want to see them in a new way, whenever they want, in the format of 
their choice, etc. The documentary is still a genre for television and the big screen. A genre that 
connects with the public. But the audience is changing, and we must change also.” 

http://www.cbc.ca/documentarychannel/
http://www.tfo.org/
htp://wtww.obsdoc.ca/
http://www.tv5.ca/
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To summarize: 

- Documentary holds all the digital rights except those for mobile and wireless platforms. 
- Certain productions will be available for continuous screening on the site cbc.ca for several months. 
- For the moment, the size of the channel’s investment in the financial structure for digital material has 

not been limited, and projects are evaluated on a case-by-case scenario. 

 
CBC 
At CBC, Michael Claydon explains that the federal institution does not see the relevance of 
enhanced digital material for every one-off documentary. “In fact, we feel the same stress, 
especially for the one-off. There’s not much sense in spending money which would be better spent 
in the film production process, not only from our point of view, but also from yours. We’ve 
discussed this a lot, and, correct me if I’m wrong, it’s an opinion shared by producers. They don’t 
want to be obliged to spend money because it’s expensive to do this kind of work, especially for 
the one-off.” But as Annette Bradford, in charge of the web strategy for the documentary film unit 
at CBC in Toronto, expresses, “That doesn’t mean doing nothing for our productions.” CBC has 
developed an internal strategy using social networks, etc. 
 
To summarize: 

- CBC holds all digital rights for Canada only. 
- The size of their investment in digital material in a project’s financial structure is not limited; projects 

are evaluated on a case-by-case basis. 
- The documentary section of the website cbc.ca will be updated as of December 2010 
- The site cbc.ca will have new capacities in terms of sharing, connecting to social networks, blogs, etc 

 
At Bravo, a chain belonging to CTV and recently purchased by Bell Canada, the message is clear. 
Charlotte Engel, executive producer of documentaries and alternative programming, sums up the 
new position: “Everything must be multiplatform, we demand all rights, VOD, mobile, whichever 

screen is available. We insist on all rights, exclusively, and at all levels.” 
 
At Vision TV, Joan Jenkinson, independent production director, explains the preoccupations of the 
chain: “We are doing everything we can for digital media. It’s very expensive for us, because we 
don’t have much financial margin in which to maneuver, but we are trying to contribute a maximum 
of $15,000 to $20,000 for the digital component. We have developed a relationship with a digital 
producer who has created a platform that has enhanced components that satisfy the demands of 
the CMF. In this way, producers can concentrate on creating original content for this platform and 
have only to post it online. We are experimenting with this system, and it’s a way for us to stay in 
the game.” She adds, “From our point of view as a small independent broadcaster, we definitely 
don’t want to see the demand for digital material reach 100%, because that will be much too 
expensive and it’s not necessary for certain projects like one-off documentaries. We are going to 
fight for it to be less than 50% because again, there is no economic model. We must draw money 
from the budgets of television programs, which normally generate revenues; during this period of 
transition when there is no money to be made, it’s a difficult argument to insist on this type of 
investment.” 
 
The impact of the Bell Fund 
 
Since 1997, the Bell Fund has contributed financially to the production of new media projects 
associated with television programs. In 2009, the Bell Fund granted almost 12 million dollars to 
more than one hundred projects, money which helped produce 68 new media projects and 
associated television programs, as well as funding 16 projects in development.44 At the end of the 

                                       
44 Annual Report extract  2009 
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first year of the new CMF rules, the Bell Fund began to feel the impact. The volume of demands 
remained about the same, but the number of documentary projects increased considerably, 
particularly in terms of one-offs. For Claire Dion, deputy general director at the Bell Fund “It’s still 
too soon to really draw any conclusions.” 
 
Among the 28 projects funded in June 2010 by the Bell Fund: 

-2 one-off documentaries and their digital media component: Super Bodies and Storming Juno. 
-5 documentary series: Ice Pilots Season II, J’ai la memoire qui tourne, saison 2 [My memory is on a roll, 
season 2], Museum Secrets, Le Quebec en 12 lieux II [Quebec in 12 places II], Le Sexe autour du 
monde [Sex around the world]. 
-in development are 2 documentary projects, Alphee des etoiles [Alphee of the stars], Exil [Exile]. 

 
Among the 21 projects funded in October 2010: 

-3 one-off documentaries and their new media stream; Alphee des etoiles [Aphee of the stars], 
Semisweet: The Other Side of Chocolate, Yoga, the film. 
-3 documentary series: Battle Castle (6 x 60’), Young Street (3 x 60’), Voyages au bout de la nuit 
[Travels to the end of night] (13 x 52’) 
- 7 out of 10 projects in development are documentaries. 

 
And tomorrow? 
 
Will we see in Canada the birth of niche online portals based on the genre and editorial approach of 
the broadcaster? Portals which could respond to the ongoing demand for documentary content? 
Will it be possible to see documentaries created and distributed solely for the websites of individual 
broadcasters? 
 
At Radio-Canada, George Amar says: “It’s something achievable in the near future. It’s on the 
table, we’re discussing it, but no concrete steps have been taken.” 
 
For its part, TV5 launched in 2009 the TV5 Fund for digital creation. The Fund addresses 
Canadian creators who are branching out into video and new technologies. The priority projects are 
series in fiction and documentary, which consist of 5 episodes lasting from 1 to 5 minutes, 
exploring a certain theme. The TV5 Fund is endowed with a $100,000 cash envelope (which can 
go directly into production), as well as $100,000 for services, launching, and marketing. The 
winning productions for the 2010 edition join the 8 projects already produced in 2009, which 
already have attracted 75,000 hits on fonds.tv5.ca. Short works produced are delivered in HD 
format and a few have been broadcast on TV5. 
 
For the moment, the funding opportunities for webdocumentary production are not numerous, and 
there is fierce competition to access them. The Experimental Fund of the CMF supports the 
creation of digital content and Canadian interactive software applications at the point of innovation. 
A project must demonstrate that it has innovative potential in terms of the content, the 
technology, and the business model in order to be admissible. The Experimental Fund distributed, in 
its first year, an envelope of 27 million dollars. 
 

On the first submission date of July 5, 2010, the demands added up to well over 16.2 
million dollars for the financial cycle. In fact, more than 250 applicants requested around 
90 million dollars in support of 120 projects in production, 112 projects in development, 
and 21 projects in marketing. The winning projects in production for the first round 
included 12 games, 5 websites, 3 mobile applications, 3 interactive web series, and 4 
software applications. 

 

htp://wtww.obsdoc.ca/
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In the UK, Channel4learning has for several years experimented with a very original approach. 
Mark Greenspan, vice-president of digital media at Achil les Media enthuses about the excellence 
of the convergent programming at Channel 4. “They are the only broadcasters I know who 
distribute licenses for the documentary game format.” 
 

In 2008, the chain developed a new strategy to attract a loyal audience of young people 
14-19 years of age to the program Battlefront. The story revolves around 20 
youngsters who launch a campaign to sensitize the public about a theme important to 
them: civic responsibility, organ donation, the minimum wage, combating knife crimes, etc. 
In its first phase, the project included a documentary series for television, a website, and a 
strong presence on social networking sites like Bebo, which is very popular with British 
youth. The project existed not only virtually, but in real life. All the young people were 
brought to London at the end of March 2009 to shoot the last television episode. They 
shared their experiences, and met for the first time the mentors, tutors, and experts who 
had assisted them. Young Holly Shaw was responsible for 4000 new organ donor 
signatures with a campaign called The Gift of Life. The first phase of the project ended 
in May 2009. The documentaries were broadcast in November 2009, and the series won 
an Emmy at the Digital International Emmy Awards. 
 
In summer 2010, the second season of the project was launched with new young people, 
a television broadcast and even more opportunities to contact youth on the web and 
provide them with greater resources for their own campaigns. The second season will 
make more use of social networks like Facebook, Twitter, and YouTube. Channel 4 
has set up an online contest which will select a finalist. With a daily webcast, interactive 
games, and contests, the second season promises to be as addictive as the first. It will 
last until March 2011, and will be the subject of a one-hour documentary. The second 
version of the project is once again produced by Raw Television and the Airlock 
Agency. 

 
PBS, BBC, and Canal Plus are also proposing portals on the web that accompany their televised 
and web content.  
 
France Televisions, via France 5, has opened a new portal called Documentaries: “This space 
makes it possible to explore every form of the genre; entire films, extracts and bonus material, 
interactive animations, webdocumentaries, digital files, articles, and participatory sites.” With 
Portraits d’un nouveau monde [Portraits of a new world] (February 2010), the public channel’s 
stated objective is to “offer quality documentaries with a directorial point-of-view, created for the 
new media”: 24 webdocumentaries, constructed around six themes, reflecting the issues of the 21st 
century (costing about 400,000 euros). 
 
After two years of experimentation, the French-German cultural channel ARTE launched a 
dedicated platform for webdocumentaries (webdoc.arte.tv) in February 2010. Among other 
programs, the portal includes Gaza/Sderot, Havana-Miami, Afrique: 50 ans d'indépendance, [Africa; 
50 years of independence], Prison Valley, New York Minute, etc. Joel Ronez, in charge of the 
portal for ARTE France, provides statistics that indicate the chain’s intentions: “Realistic budgets 
are reserved for webdocumentaries. In 2010, the ARTE contribution to these programs will be 
350,000 euros (it was only 80,000 euros in 2008); we’re investing an average of 20,000 to 
80,000 euros per project. The cost of a webdocumentary generally varies from 100,000 to 

250,000 euros, and up to 420,000 euros for “Havana-Miami”, which includes a 52 minute version 
destined for television.”45 In 2011, the internaut will be able to find one new production per week 
on this website. 
 

                                       
45

http://www.7sur7.be/7s7/fr/4134/Internet/article/detail/1069933/2010/02/19/Arte-se-tourne-vers-le-

webdocumentaire.dhtml 

http://documentaires.france5.fr/
http://www.channel4.com/corporate/4producers/commissioning/education.html
http://www.france5.fr/portraits-d-un-nouveau-monde
http://www.canalplus.fr/
http://www.bbc.co.uk/
http://www.pbs.org/
http://www.mipworld.com/en/miptv/conferences-and-events/emmy-awards/
http://webdocs.arte.tv/category/webdocs/societe/new-york-minute/
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It’s important to emphasize that in France, it’s largely public finances and the crucial participation 
of the Centre National du Cinema et de l’ image animée CNC [National Film Center] that 
have supported this new undertaking and provided space for the webdocumentary. 
 
A law passed in 2007 allowed consolidation of the structure by obliging the internet 
service providers to contribute to the financing of the CNC reserve account, based 
on the following principal; half of their triple-play turnover is subject to a 4.5% tax.  
But the CNC would l ike to go even further by “directing the reserve account receipts 
to the digital world”46. 
 
Since December 2007, the fund to aid the creation of new media at the CNC has supported “150 
cross media or purely web projects (animation, fiction, and documentary), for a total investment of 
about 5 million euros. The rate of selection indicates that one out of three projects is approved. 
The CNC can help finance the writing and the development of cross media projects, up to a 
maximum of 50,000 euros, to help one or several creators, or a production house; the writing and 
development of a project solely for the web and/or mobile platforms (a webdocumentary, for 
example), up to a maximum of 20,000 euros, to help one or several creators, or a production 
house; and finally the CNC can help finance the production of content for the web and/or mobile 
platforms, up to a maximum of 100,000 euros, benefiting a single production house. The latter 
must come with a minimum cash contribution or web/mobile services capable of webcasting the 
project.” And Guillaume Blanchot, director of the multi-media section of the CNC continues: “Unlike 
conventional documentaries, most webdocumentaries enjoy very little pre-financing, with the 
notable exception of those funded by the CNC.”47 
 
In fact, documentaries destined for the new platforms are totally dependent on the public financing 
amassed in support of broadcasters. 

 

                                       
46 http://www.sacd.fr/Rencontre-avec-Veronique-Cayla-presidente-du-CNC-et-de-l-image-animee.1593.0.html 
47 http://petitespacej.toile-libre.org/?p=200 
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II. THE NEW WORLD OF DISTRIBUTION 

 

1. Distribution 2.0 according to Peter Broderick  
 
 
Peter Broderick is president of Paradigm Consulting, which specializes in digital distribution and acts 
as an information hub and content aggregator. He has partnered with more than 900 independent 
filmmakers to design state-of-the-art distribution models that have left a lasting mark on the 
independent sector. His presentations at IDFA, Sundance, TIFF, Cannes and other festivals draw 
enthusiastic crowds. 
  
As he himself points out, however, there is no navigation guide to this new distribution world: 
what’s needed is the sharing of experience. 
 
 

1.1 DIY AND THE END OF THE MIDDLEMAN  

Peter Broderick’s core argument is that the arrival of digital formats has given independent 
filmmakers the means to be completely independent, in distribution as well as production terms. 
And there is every reason to take charge of one’s own distribution. 

 
His 2008 report “Welcome to the New World of Distribution”48 set a cat among the pigeons. The 
“Old World” is not dead, but in Broderick’s view it is fraught with difficulties: broadcasters have less 
and less money (licensing fees are dropping) and some cling to old ways of doing things that no 
longer respond to changes in audience consumer culture.  
 
Peter Broderick’s DIY could be summarized as directors (or producers) assuming the various 
aspects of distribution of their films. That theory is supported by Canadian distributor Jan 
Rofekamp, founding president of Films Transit: “Seriously, in the digital world, the middleman does 
what exactly? Generates what? The practice of VOD (micro-payments) via an intermediary is almost 
criminal. We know that operating and distribution costs and expenditures are no longer the same, 
so what does that intermediary do?” 
 
But nor is Broderick an apologist for extremist positions; every film evolves its own individual 
distribution strategy.  
 
Some producers will prefer to assign all rights to a single distributor whom they trust. Others will 
get involved in genuinely independent distribution. And some will choose hybrid distribution, which 
“combines direct sales by filmmakers with third-party distribution (e.g. DVD distributors, TV 
channels, VOD companies, educational distributors)”49 

  

                                       
48 http://www.peterbroderick.com/ 
49 Peter Broderick, Indiewire, 21 September 2009. 
http://www.indiewire.com/article/declaration_of_independence_the_ten_principles_of_hybrid_distribution/P0/ 
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In Canada, hybrid distribution experiments, such as those with RIP! A Remix Manifesto by Brett 
Gaylor, produced by EyeSteelFilm, and Earth Keepers directed by Sylvie Van Brabant at Rapide-
Blanc, are just two examples of the increasing interest in this new distribution world. 

Hybrid distribution case studies  

 
RIP! A Remix Manifesto 
 
RIP! A Remix Manifesto is a special case in terms of both production and distribution.  The 
topic of the film—the role of copyright in the digital age—lent itself well to the format. 
 
In 2008, the film began its career at the Festival du Nouveau Cinéma in Montreal. 
EyeSteelFilm, the production company, had obtained distributor status with SODEC and 
wanted to experiment with a hybrid approach to distribution, i.e., traditional distribution 
(at festivals, in theatres, on television, and then to DVD) along with online distribution 
(using social networks, streaming, VOD, and DVD sales). Filmmaker Brett Gaylor did not 
think Internet users were ready to watch the entire film online. His online strategy, 
therefore, was to first offer audiences a chapter of the film on social networks. He offered 
them a novel experience: they could manipulate the content, remix certain parts of the 
film, share sequences, and so on. For the TV market, EyeSteelFilm’s position was clear 
from the outset: despite a topic that might be limited to niche distribution online, they did 
not want to cut themselves out of the television broadcast market. “TV is still the main 
screen to attract a big audience. Don’t make your work hard to get,” Brett Gaylor 
explains. 
 
For Gaylor, distribution start-up turned out to be rough. “We had to negotiate with sub-
distributors, TV, the NFB... we were really involved in the distribution. And maybe I was 
the only one happy at the end of the day! Everybody learns in this adventure: how to find 
new collaborative ways of working, how to divide rights with all the sub-distributors, how 
to deal with so many partners, how to make a business deal work…” 
  
The film would go on to enjoy enormous success on the festival circuit (IDFA, Hot Docs, 
FNC, CPH:DOX, Sheffield, SXSW, SilverDocs...) before being sold to more than twenty 
broadcasters. It also enjoyed excellent DVD sales (available in Canada, the U.S.A. and the 
U.K. on Amazon and through the NFB; and via iTunes in the U.S.A.) and performed very 
well in the educational market. Eventually, it was picked up by Internet distributors 
(Pitchfork.tv, BoingBoing.tv, Hulu.com, nfb.ca), just as a parallel economy (sharing, no-
fees, collaborative) was growing up around the film, with no regard for the rights of 
EyeSteelFilm or the NFB. In Japan, Internet users spontaneously translated the film for 
community screenings, just as the film was being sold to the NHK television network.  
 
“All of this is very good for me as a filmmaker; the film is being seen and bringing in 
revenues. The film had success in the marketplace, of which I am proud," says Brett 
Gaylor. The film is now available free of charge on the NFB website, in HD. 

 
 
Earth Keepers 
 
The most recent feature from filmmaker-producer Sylvie Van Brabant saw the light after 
four years in production. The NFB as coproducer holds the institutional and world 
television rights; Les Productions du Rapide-Blanc kept the rights to direct-to-consumer 
sales and distribution in theatres. 
 
Becoming involved in distribution made a certain kind of sense to Sylvie Van Brabant and 
the team at Les Productions du Rapide-Blanc. “We often end up doing distribution since 
we have to deal with distributors. But too often we don’t see much in the way of results, 
or cash. So why not take control of our rights to use all the way along?” 
 

http://www.earthkeepersthefilm.com/fr/Acceuil/
http://www.nfb.ca/
http://www.hulu.com/
http://ripremix.com/
http://tv.boingboing.net/
http://pitchfork.com/tv/
htp://wtww.obsdoc.ca/
http://ripremix.com/
http://www.rapideblanc.ca/
http://www.rapideblanc.ca/
http://www.earthkeepersthefilm.com/fr/Acceuil/
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Les Productions du Rapide-Blanc obtained distributor status with the help of SODEC and 
Telefilm for the film’s theatrical release. After its premiere at Montreal’s Festival du 
Nouveau Cinéma in October 2009, the film went on to other festivals (Planet in Focus, 
IDFA…). In Denmark, it screened at the Copenhagen summit on climate change, which 
created a positive buzz. In early December, after the festival season, the film had its 
theatrical release at Montreal’s Cinéma Beaubien for a two-week run. “It wasn’t the best 
timing,” says Sylvie Van Brabant. Just before Christmas, snow... but audiences liked it and 
we had a good theatrical run. The film got around in the regions, Quebec City, Rimouski, 
Sherbrooke; it was also included in the NFB’s regional tour schedule and that of the 
Rendez-vous du cinéma québécois outside Quebec.” 
  
This was a new experience for Les Productions du Rapide-Blanc, which celebrated its 
twentieth anniversary in 2009. “Our first experience was with Seule dans mon putain 
d'univers (1997), but we re-learned as we went. And it’s no picnic. It’s a huge amount of 
work and one person on the team spent all their time on it. The good part was that we 
compiled a huge list of names and email addresses for the next films, of audiences 
interested in the films we make,” recalls Sylvie Van Brabant.  
 
In terms of parallel screenings, the film is very much in demand, with one or two 
screenings a month around Quebec. Whenever possible, the filmmaker or someone else 
from the team is there to introduce it. People have come together around Earth Keepers 
on the Internet and social networks. The DVD was released in September 2010, and since 
then, a videoclip has been posted on the film’s website each week reflecting the 
discussion and stimulating dialogue with viewers.  

 
 
1.2 THE LIMITATIONS OF DIY  

Still, the Do It Yourself approach advocated by Peter Broderick is not to everyone’s liking. 

 
Profit margins tied to market size  
Peter Broderick has been faulted for proposing a model better suited to the American than to the 
smaller Canadian market. Direct distribution, and the sale of DVDs from the producer’s website, can 
bring in serious revenue on condition that they reach a significant number of consumers.  
 
TV broadcasters hold the key  
For Jan Rofekamp, it is clear that the only way to make money with distribution is still in the 
television market, even allowing for lower licensing fees in recent years, which he attributes to a 
range of causes including the financial crisis, documentary program scheduling, the explosion of new 
channels, and audience fragmentation. In addition, some broadcasters are proposing a hybrid 
distribution model. If that happens, Rofekamp recommends, “Dive in, experiment, create new 
models, establish a more direct relationship with viewers.”  
 
The issue of rights and the multiplication of contracts for use 
Rémy Khouzam, a lawyer with Lussier & Khouzam, points out that multiple platforms bring a 
multitude of contracts for use. Producers should know how distributors plan to use their film on 
each platform so they do not miss out on opportunities. “You have to plan for the long term and 
split up the exploitable rights.” That view is shared by Jan Rofekamp: “The area of digital rights is 
complicated, negotiations are tough, some definitions are vague, and too many players are taking 
too many rights and, unfortunately, not using them.” He is clear: “I advise producers and filmmakers 
to undertake these steps themselves. The latter need to get their rights back. Keep your rights. 
Don’t be too quick to give them away.”  
 

htp://wtww.obsdoc.ca/
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New skil l sets and additional workloads for fi lmmakers and producers 
When the documentary subject allows, direct sales can move beyond local markets into 
international markets. But that calls for a significant investment in promotions and an increased 
workload for filmmakers and producers. Many of them are interested in experimenting with new 
distribution models, but their operational structures are not ready; they don’t have enough staff, 
they need to acquire new expertise, and they lack financial resources. The use of the Internet and 
social networks sweeps the old distribution models away without generating significant revenues. 
The response to the problem may lie, as Jan Rofekamp advocates, in the return to 
filmmaker/producer cooperatives, consolidating their strengths, creating a new work dynamic, 
joining with new sources of expertise (social network organizers), and positioning distribution both 
ahead of and at the heart of their film projects.  
 
The primordial role of search engines: Being seen  
It is no longer enough simply to be listed in an online catalogue; you still have to be found within 
the explosion of documentaries on offer. This is where filmmakers and producers have to push to 
make sure their documentaries are displayed by search engines, content aggregators, and social 
networks. Nikki Nime, who works with Power to the Pixel and who is finishing a doctorate on 
distribution in the Media Studies Program at Royal Holloway University, London, told Peter Wintonick 
in an essay to be published in [New Platforms for DocMedia] Nouvelles plateformes pour les 
DocMedia 50 that “Discovery will be the key to sustainability, so the search engine’s collaborative 
filtering and recommendation systems will efficiently connect users with projects that match their 
interests and preferences. 
 
The long tail effect under scrutiny 
The other major component considered in theories about the new distribution is the “long tail 
effect” as defined by theoretician Chris Anderson25: the mass market, dominated by the Top 50, 
best sellers and blockbusters, is mutating towards a “mass of niches”.  
 
It is an optimistic theory, but one that does not hold up in the face of reality. As Daniel Kaplan 
points out in his article “Webéconomie, que faire de la longue traîne?”51 (The web economy: what to 
do about the long tail?): “On the one hand, the diversity of product on offer does not necessarily 
translate into diversity of consumption. In particular, the recommendation effect that is the basis of 
Anderson’s analysis—that each Internet user recommends what he or she likes to other users—
does not automatically result in diversification of choice. Further, the long-tail effect is of little 
benefit to artists or editors: the potential increase in sales generally will not cover even the costs of 
going digital or being displayed by online platforms. The only beneficiaries would seem to be the 
digital distribution platforms and the aggregators, who will offer, for example, a subscription to 
catalogue compilations of exclusively held hits (to create demand) and an ample selection of less 
well known titles (to enhance the volume effect and differentiate themselves from what 
competitors are offering). But these aggregators do not finance the release of new titles; they are 
content to reap the benefits. In which case the long tail has no reason to add value to cultural 
diversity or the dynamism of creative work.” 
 
 
 

                                       
50 Upcoming book on the new documentary to be published by the British Film Institute, edited by Brian Winston. 
 

51 “The Long Tail”, Wired, October 2004.http://www.wired.com/wired/archive/12.10/tail.html?pg=1&topic_set 

http://www.lemonde.fr/technologies/article/2009/02/06/web-economie-que-faire-de-la-longue-traine_1151947_651865.html
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2. Marketing festivals online  
 
Festivals are an extremely helpful jumping-off point for distribution: the films are seen and reviewed 
in the press and may receive awards. 
 
Film festivals have also joined the digital age, and changes in how selection and marketing are done 
are just beginning. Most festivals offer high-end professional presentations as a way to bring 
creative people from different backgrounds together and to support the development of cross-
platform approaches. Some encourage the production of web content. The International 
Documentary Challenge, part of Toronto’s Hot Docs program, is a competition where entrants make 
a web-based documentary over a period of 5 days. The winning films are screened at Hot Docs and 
then sent on a Canadian tour and released in DVD format. SnagFilms has acquired several of these 
documentaries for its video-on-demand platform.  
 
Webdocs have made huge strides at festivals. They are taking awards at festivals devoted to 
multimedia content, such as the Festival Européen des 4 écrans. But they are also making headway 
at more traditional festivals, such as the Festival Visa pour l’Image, and winning mainstream awards 
at the Prix Europa and the Emmy Awards. 
 
 
2.1 DEMATERIALIZATION OF THEIR MARKET   

The marketplace at the Hot Docs festival with DocShop Online gives industry professionals full 
access to films that the Festival considers to be “the best of documentary”. At IDFA in Amsterdam, 
Docs for Sale gives producers the chance to put their films online so that they can be viewed while 
still password protected. Buyers and sellers can then network and reach agreements. But these 
supplementary submissions are expensive. Given the number of festivals out there, they can add 
up. Jan Rofekamp of Films Transit is not at all convinced of the value of online marketplaces. “They 
are expensive and I’m not sure it’s worth it for now.”  
 
 
2.2 A YEAR-ROUND ONLINE PRESENCE  

The Hot Docs Doc Library offers hundreds of Canadian documentaries free of charge. 
Internet users are invited to support the filmmakers by visiting their websites and buying 
their DVDs. This project was made possible thanks to support from the Department of 
Canadian Heritage Canadian Culture Online Strategy.  
 
Doc Alliance is a platform for the distribution of documentary and experimental films. The 
Doc Alliance Association came out of a partnership among five major European 
documentary film festivals: CPH:DOX Copenhagen, DOK Leipzig, MFDF Jihlava, Planete Doc 
Review Warsaw and Vision du Réel in Nyon. Its goal is to promote auteur documentary in 
the institutional market and to support its distribution via festival markets and the online 
platform. Doc Alliance offers permanent access to 250 documentaries selected by its five 
partner festivals. Besides contemporary films, the portal offers archival films and major 
documentaries from the past. Twenty new films are added each month, which may be 
viewed for a modest fee (1 to 5 !) via streaming or download. Royalties are shared with 
60% going to rights holders and 40% to Doc Alliance, with no distribution fees. The 
distribution contracts are non-exclusive, and the platform asks only for VOD rights.  
 
FilmFestivals.com (a subsidiary of Editions M21) advertises itself as the number one portal 
for festivals and information on films. Its blog fest21.com houses more than 1,000 blogs 
(increasing by 25% per month) along with videoblogs from major festivals and filmmakers 
interested in the festival circuit.  

http://www.hotdocs.ca/
http://docalliancefilms.com/
http://www.hotdocslibrary.ca/
htp://wtww.obsdoc.ca/
http://www.filmstransit.com/
http://www.idfa.nl/industry/markets-funding/docs-for-sale.aspx
http://www.idfa.nl/industry.aspx
http://www.docshoponline.ca/
http://www.filmfestivals.com/index.shtml
http://www.hotdocs.ca/
http://planetedocff.pl/
http://www.visionsdureel.ch/
http://www.snagfilms.com/
http://planetedocff.pl/
http://www.dokument-festival.cz/portal_index.php
http://www.dok-leipzig.de/v2/cms/en/home/page92.html
http://www.cphdox.dk/d/a1.lasso
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3. New Tools support distribution  
 
Whether for association screenings or direct DVD sales from a dedicated site or post-screening, this 
complementary distribution mode can be a not insignificant source of revenue and a way of 
increasing the buzz around a film. Soviet filmmakers in the early 1920s were already showing their 
films in villages, in the same way that the NFB’s travelling projectionists did in the 1940s and 50s. 
The phenomenon is not new, but with the Internet it has taken on another dimension and parallel 
distribution has new tools available to it. Today, new platforms are being created to facilitate 
parallel distribution of films that are accessible anytime and anywhere.  

 
 
3.1  GROUPON, A GARANTEE FOR THEATRE OWNER-OPERATORS 

Groupon, a contraction of Groupe and Coupon, sets the standard for promotional sale of services. It 
is a platform offering a local deal, every day, mainly in the United States and Canada. Groupon 
operates on a group-purchasing basis, i.e., the offer is good only if a sufficient number of people 
buy in. Using Groupon has meant that filmmakers and producers can establish a direct relationship 
with theatre owner-operators and guarantee them a minimum number of ticket sales. 

 
The directors of the American documentary Ready, Set, Bag!, Alex D. da Silva and Justine 
Jacob, used social media in an innovative way to promote their film in the theatrical 
market using Groupon. 
 
They contacted theatre owners directly to try to sell the film but with an incentive, 
promising that $1 of every ticket sold would go to a local food bank. All the local theatres 
who accepted to show the accepted the arrangement. To broaden the distribution 
network, the team also used Twitter, Facebook and a YouTube channel to find new people 
to take the idea to theatres outside Montreal.52 

 

 
 
3.2  INDIE SCREENINGS : SHARING THE PROFITS 

The U.K. production company SpannerFilms developed the web platform Indie Screenings in May 
2009 for the Frannie Armstrong documentary Age of Stupid to generate direct-to-viewer 
distribution using an innovative model. The strength of the Indie Screenings system is that it lets 
anyone organize screenings and enjoy the profits (“Hire a film, show it, keep the cash!”). Their 
catalogue lists about a dozen films. Designed as both a complement to traditional distribution and a 
hybrid strategy, the platform is accessible only in countries where the film rights have not been 
acquired by a mainstream distributor.  

 
By August 2010, Age of Stupid had screened 1463 times in 63 theatres, generating more 
than £110,000 for its producers and several thousand pounds for screening organizers.53 
The platform gives them all the tools necessary to the film’s promotion.  

 
 

                                       
52 http://mashable.com/2010/07/25/ready-set-bag-groupon/ 
53 http://www.indiescreenings.net/ 
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4. Distribution platforms devoted to documentary  
 
The following are profiles of some digital distribution initiatives offering mainly documentary films:  
 

NFB.ca 
For more than ten years, the National Film Board of Canada has been streaming both contemporary and classic 
films. NFB.ca offers nearly 1,500 films, including the latest HD and 3D films. Documentary constitutes the 
mainstay of its catalogue (English, 649; French, 526). Private viewing is free of charge and affordable 
subscriptions are made available to educators and institutions. The NFB’s mission is to foster access to these 
films for the entire Canadian population, and content that is not geoblocked is therefore accessible to publics 
outside Canada. 

 
This project has been supported in part by Canadian Culture Online, part of the Department of Canadian 
Heritage strategy aimed at fostering a Canadian presence on the Internet.  

 
The NFB has also unrolled a multiple-image strategy with an NFB channel on YouTube.com, the YouTube 
“Screening Room”, moderated by the NFB on dailymotion.com; and NFB space on VOD channels: Rogers on 
Demand; and Videotron’s Illico. A new film is spotlighted weekly on YouTube. “Some of the films are very 
successful, others less so. It really varies. That said, YouTube is a very important source for the screening of 
NFB films,” notes Stéphane Bousquet, Director of Digital Enterprises at the NFB.  
 
The NFB is very active in social media with two social network coordinators and two bloggers hosting 
community discussions. Stéphane Bousquet emphasizes that these strategies have surpassed expectations and 
opened up an entirely new kind of dialogue with the public.  
 
On Facebook, where some films may also be screened:  
- 4,538 people joined the NFB’s Francophone page; and  
- 8,329, the Anglophone page (figures as of November 2010). 
 
On Twitter, the figures are: 
- 3,760 people on the French page; and  
- 14,100 in English.54 
  
In August 2010, during the television broadcast of the film Tulku on the CBC’s The Passionate Eye, the audience 
was invited to twitter live with filmmaker Gesar Mukpo. “It was a first for us and we learned a number of things. 
We’ll certainly do it again,” remembers Stéphane Bousquet. 
 
The NFB has also developed and launched applications for mobile platforms such as the iPhone and, in June 
2010, the iPad. Applications for the Blackberry and the Android operating system will be available in 2011. 
 
By relying on the full range of web tools, the objective of generating a new audience has been attained and the 
platform’s success has been remarkable:  
In June 2010, audience figures were:  
- 5 million views on NFB.ca since January 2009; 
- more than 820,000 screenings on the NFB iPhone app since October 2009.  
 
For Stéphane Bousquet, the NFB platform is often the last link in the distribution chain. “A film has to do the 
usual festival circuit, theatrical releases, television, DVD, sales and yes, afterwards, it might and should end up 
on NFB.ca. For example, Guy Maddin’s most recent film, Night Mayor, has a particular format and message. With 
the director, we decided that the best way to realize the film’s potential was to make it available on the NFB 

                                       
54 Figures provided by Stéphane Bousquet, Director of Digital Entreprises at the NFB. 
 

http://www.onf.ca/
http://films.nfb.ca/tulku/
http://www.apple.com
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http://www.nfb.ca/film/night_mayor/
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website immediately following its festival tour. Every film has its own strategy. No two films will have the same 
history in the distribution timeline.” 
 
Revenues? 
The National Film Board's general strategy is to gradually monetize services that were originally 
proposed free of charge. To begin with, this consists of offering a reliable, free, and indispensable service that 
banks on the widest possible access available to NFB productions in order to gain a loyal audience and create a 
pool of customers. Secondly while continuing to improve accessibility and increase the volume of content 
offered, the NFB will adopt a staggered approach that will permit us to offer more content and new paid 
services. At this stage, we will experiment with different subscription models, video on demand, downloading by 
purchase or rental, and links with online stores for DVD purchase.In Emerging and Digital Media: Opportunities 
and Challenges, NFB April 29,2010. Provided to the Permanent Committee of Heritage Canada  
 
“Most of our partnerships involve revenue sharing,” adds Stéphane Bousquet. But are those revenues enough 
for the NFB to continue running activities around the NFB.ca platform? 
 
Could the NFB make the NFB.ca platform a dedicated site for films not produced, coproduced or distributed by 
the NFB? For the moment, the answer is no. Stéphane Bousquet points out that the NFB is pursuing 
acquisitions, and that films supported by the ACIC program (Aide au cinéma indépendant – Canada) might find a 
place on NFB.ca but for now, the NFB is not open to the idea of adding independent films. 
 

Vithèque 
Launched in May 2010, Vithèque is uniquely positioned in the distribution landscape in Quebec and Canada. 
Vithèque is a platform that wants to retool the distribution and broadcast of independent films. To do so, it 
operates as an open site, accessible to the community of filmmakers, producers and independent distributors.  
 
Lauraine G. André, Vithèque’s Director, clearly summarizes the issue: “Vithèque is not an archive; it is a 
centralized hub of tools and expertise. It is a platform that belongs to the independents. They have to take 
charge of it.” 
 
The independent community is invited to invest in Vithèque and benefit from all the services on offer:  
- a platform for all stages of distribution: festival participation, theatrical releases, sales by professional buyers, 
screenings, retrospectives, DVD consumer sales, and so on.  
- paid services: consulting and advising on promotions and distribution, project support, list sharing, and so on.  
 
The platform is universally accessible. In Canada, screening is free; in other countries, it is pay per view.  
 
Vithèque is funded entirely, for the first year, by Canadian Culture Online at the Department of Canadian 
Heritage under its Partnerships Fund, and by the Canada Council for the Arts, Emploi-Québec, Skills Development 
at the Department of Canadian Heritage, and Quebec’s National Library and Archives (Bibliothèque et Archives 
nationales du Québec). A new revenue model should be in place soon, still advertising-free. The business model 
at Vithèque is based mainly on paid professional services and sharing of screening revenues. " 
 
The films belong to the filmmakers or rights holders. Vidéographe holds the exclusive rights only for the 
distribution and/or streaming on Vithèque of films from its own catalogue. The films accessible on Vithèque that 
come from other catalogues and are not distributed by Vidéographe fall under an agreement between 
Vidéographe and Vithèque, covering their broadcast and/or distribution on the Vithèque platform. Under the 
agreement, Vidéographe-Vithèque is authorized to stream and/or distribute these films only on Vithèque. 
Filmmakers/rights holders remain the only legal representatives of these films, for all broadcast or distribution 
not on Vithèque. "" 
 

SnagFilms 
SnagFilms, launched in July 2009 by the former head of National Geographic Films, Richard C. Allen, and the 
former executive director of AOL, Ted Leonsis, is a free VOD platform with a catalogue of close to 1000 open 
source documentaries, by both established and emerging directors. It says it relies on the viral nature of the 
Internet to give the films the visibility they deserve and which they unfortunately do not get either in theatres 
or on television. People can screen them, comment on them, and import the documentaries onto other sites and 
blogs using links to the community.  

http://www.snagfilms.com/
http://www.snagfilms.com/
htp://wtww.obsdoc.ca/
http://www.vitheque.com/Catalogue/tabid/133/language/fr-CA/default.aspx
http://www.vitheque.com/Catalogue/tabid/133/language/fr-CA/default.aspx
http://www.onf-nfb.gc.ca/fra/realiser-coproduire/aide-aux-cineastes-emergents.php?id=52
http://www.onf.ca/
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For producers and filmmakers, three revenue sources are offered: 
- 50% of advertising receipts;  
- DVD sales from the site; 
- a share of the profits from paid downloads.  
 
SnagFilms has found its audience but does not yet generate much revenue for producers and filmmakers. This 
experiment, which depends on viewing being free and the sale of advertising space on its platform, requires that 
the films must be screened hundreds of thousands if not millions of times before the filmmakers draw any 
substantial income.  
 
Egypt: Secrets of the Pharaohs, a National Geographic documentary promoted by AOL, shows the limits of this 
model’s profitability. The film was downloaded 60,000 times over a period of two weeks but at a CPM (cost per 
thousand) of $20, that comes to only $1200 in advertising revenue of which 50% will go towards rights 
holders.55 

 

Online Film 
C. Cay Wesnigk, president and CEO of OnlineFilm, explains: “What makes our Platform different from any other 
platform that you will find is that : The filmmaker/rights owner can upload and delete his films at any time. The 
filmmaker/rights owner does not grant onlinefilm.org any exclusive rights. The contract to buy the film as 
download to own (in the future also as 48 hours lease as stream) does come into place between the 
filmmaker/rights owner and his customer. Onlinefilm AG is only acting as application service provider and 
custodian for the money that is paid by the user.The filmmaker/rights owner decides himself for what price he 
wants to offer his films. The filmmaker/rights owner gets to know who buys his films and can create his own 
customer database to inform customers about new films or projects” 56 
 
The platform promises 51% for the filmmaker. The plans call for development of a crowd sourcing system which 
will allow the filmmakers to come into contact with their community (the people who have seen their films, in 
particular) and the platform community, with the aim of encouraging them to contribute to the funding of new 
projects.  
This initiative was made possible thanks to the EU’s MEDIA Plus program, the Kulturelle Filmförderung Schleswig-
Holstein, the Hessischen Filmförderung and the MSH - Gesellschaft zur Förderung audiovisueller Werke in 
Schleswig-Holstein, and belongs to 122 shareholders who are mainly media professionals. OnlineFilm AG, the 
company behind OnlineFilm.com, was founded by the Arbeitsgemeinschaft Dokumentarfilm (AG DOK) 
(Association of independent German documentary filmmakers), which has more than 800 members. 

 

IndiePix 
The American platform IndiePix claims to offer the best revenue sharing in the online distribution industry. The 
platform works closely with filmmakers to offer personalized marketing plans. Documentary is one of the genres 
it privileges.  
IndiePix offers more than 900 documentary titles on DVD, some one hundred documentaries available for 
download, twenty-odd documentaries on-demand, and major collections such as those of Werner Herzog and 
Albert Maysles. Based in New York, founded in 2004.  
“The focus of the project is discovery – opening up new avenues of thought and ideas for exploring independent 
film,” says Bob Alexander, President of IndiePix. “Each film on the site will contain metadata attachments that 
allow IndiePix’s in-house team of film experts to insert all sorts of information – who directed it, which country it 
was filmed in, the reviews it had at release.”57 

Vodeo 
From its catalogue of more than 10,000 titles, Vodeo offers 4,500 documentaries and reportages in VOD, from 
a dozen theme categories which change periodically. Created in 2004, Vodeo joined the Figaro group, France’s 
leading online publisher (11 million hits per month) in 2008. Vodeo deals with nearly 300 rights holders in 
France and internationally.  

                                       
55 http://www.thewrap.com/movies/article/snagfilms-finds-online-works-distributing-documentary-films-1886 
56 Personal communication with C. Cay Wesnigk, August 2010. 
57 News Release, IndiePix, August 1,2007. 
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Vodeo offers cross-platform distribution (as video on demand (VOD) on the Internet (VOD to rent per paid 
stream), TV ADSL, iPhone and iTunes (since March 2009) and DVD on demand (EOD) on the Internet.58 Frédéric 
Sitterlé, President and CEO, explains: “This is a crucial time in the development of Internet pay-per-view. Users 
now understand they have to pay for high-quality content, and the emergence of paid sites such as those of 
Libération and Figaro prove that the funding shift is underway.” He adds that vodeo.tv has balanced its books 
since late 2009. 
 

Joining the Docs 
Joining The Docs is a streaming video platform claiming to offer “the very best director-led films” for the U.K. 
More than 1880 documentaries are available. Many films play at international festivals and some have had 
theatrical release. About ten films are added each month.  “We are working hard to make documentary films 
available to as wide an audience as possible, while generating revenues for filmmakers.” 
 
Joining the Docs is an initiative of MercuryMedia which has received funding from the EU MEDIA Video on 
Demand and Digital Cinema Distribution program in partnership with The Independent and Sheffield Doc Festival.  

  
 
Other platforms…  
 
MUBI, formerly known as The Auteurs, is an online international cinematheque.  
 

Voir un Film offers 215 documentaries in VOD. 
 

Dissidenz is both an independent web portal devoted to auteur film and visual arts and an alternative 
distribution platform offering 336 (as of 14/12/2010) documentaries on DVD or VOD. 
 

Iminéo offers nearly 1,600 documentaries, mainly reportages and television formats. 
 

Medici.tv Launched in April 2008, it hopes to become an international VOD platform for documentaries and 
films on music and the performing arts. Also covers documentaries on social and historical subjects.  
  

Bright Wide The U.K.’s Brightwide (“Watch Think Link Act”) describes itself as “a new site featuring the best of 
social and political cinema, where you can watch films, learn more about the issues at their heart and take 
action, all in one place.” 
  

Factual.tv Self-described as “the best online resource for documentary films”, Factual.tv is a vast film library 
and a meeting place where lovers of documentary in all its forms converge. 
  

ISUMA.tv IsumaTV is an independent, interactive, multimedia network of Indigenous films from Inuit to Maori 
filmmakers. 
 

ViewChange Financed in part by the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, ViewChange is a digital platform aimed 
at sharing positive initiatives and improving the lives of people in developing countries. 
 
Myscreen is an online directory of VOD providers in France developed in partnership with the Institut national de 
l'audiovisuel (INA). 

 
 

                                       
58 Vodeo.tv 
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CONCLUSION  

 
 
These experiments in documentary creation, production, and distribution show that the new 
platforms are in fact tools. They are simultaneously a means for documentary filmmakers to open 
up the creative process to interactions with the public, and a channel for distributing specifically 
formatted multiplatform content… In other words, every creator is free to rethink the platforms, to 
use them or not. 
 
What’s important is the way that filmmakers use these tools. Some directors have chosen to grab 
hold of them and explore their multiple possibilities. These trailblazers embrace the exchange 
process, they can and do pass on their knowledge. But they are few in number. We are still in the 
midst of a learning curve. Each experience can be seen as a case study, but the apprentices are 
rapidly multiplying. To effectively use the tool and obtain the desired result requires a strong 
collaboration between the documentary and the multimedia fields. From this perspective, there is a 
sea of possibilities for creators. 
 
It’s counter-productive to think of the Web only as a content-provider, but it’s also incorrect to 
presume that all internauts want to participate in the creation of a documentary work. Internauts 
who get involved are for the moment marginal. But this active minority is the one that creates a 
buzz around works, leads innovation, is eager to experiment. It is at the heart of the creative 
process. The Web is seen as a space for socialization, exchange, and the free circulation of ideas, 
for citizen participation, as a driver of democracy; the Web is a subject for philosophical speculation 
on what is real, supporting a new capacity for discovery and creation… While it is within reach, this 
approach can perhaps seem utopian. 
 
It will remain utopian if this form of creation is not fully recognized. To create new rules is not to 
support the change. It is essential that documentary filmmakers have access to the necessary 
means to experiment. That presupposes a strong engagement by all partners, public and private, 
and makes the establishment of a comprehensive documentary policy even more important: this is 
the project taken on by the Documentary Network. 
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