


FILM BUDGETS 


EXAMPLES FROM THE REAL WORLD, WITH MORALS:
*	My film accountant placed a two-line ad in the Trib for an assistant.  The ad ended with: "Call after 10am".  They wrote that direction on purpose because the job calls for a lot of reading.  Over sixty people applied.   Almost half called before 10am, and were rejected immediately.   Moral: read your directions and follow them.

*	NEA Artist Grants: 6,000 applications per year.  Each artist submits 10 slides.  You are asked to place them in two horizontal rows.  in two horizontal rows of five.  Those who place them in vertical rows have their slides projected on their sides.  That makes a bad impression.  They tend to be cut.  Each horizontal row is projected for ten seconds.  Those artists who make that cut have their slides seen again the next day.  Then the two center slides are projected for 15 seconds.   Moral: you have very limited time to impress.

*	A potential donor to one of my film projects said to me after placing his watch in front of him: "You have two minutes.  In one sentence tell me what your film is about.  In a second sentence tell me why I should care".   Moral: if you can't answer both quickly and in a sentence you don't know your film well enough to ask others to support it. (I didn't)

*	Two projects for a single amount of money were out on the table.  They were both seemed equally worthy.  We needed some way to differentiate them.  We looked at the care taken with the applications.   One application had a single typo and was typewritten.  The other had none and was computer-generated.   That application received the money.   Moral #1: treat everything that represents your film with as much care as you do your film.   Moral #2: when judging is this close, a computer printout will beat a typewritten application.  The unspoken question: why is this person using outmoded technology to represent their ability to work in a technology-intensive art form?  The unspoken answer: they must be beginers.

*	A good documentary proposal was having its budget examined by jurors.  The filmmaker jurors realized that it was under budgeted.  Moral: under budgeting brings two reactions: either the filmmaker is a liar or an innocent--that is, either he or she is trying to be super competitive and really couldn't finish the film after getting the money, or the filmmaker is a beginner and doesn't know costs.

*	An applicant included in the appendix 16 letters of support from consultants.  Each letter was two pages long and was exactly the same as the others, except for the signature.  The filmmaker had sent a letter to each consultant telling them what to say.  The original application was submitted with 30 copies; the application therefore had a total of 960 pages of this same letter signed by 16 different people.   The president of the panel said: "A person who wastes that amount of time and money will not get a chance to waste ours".   I remember the applicant's name.  I wouldn't hire that person to work on my film.  I wouldn't let that person volunteer to work on my film.   Moral: you sometimes have only one chance and if you blow it through stupidity or carelessness, you can very quickly earn a reputation that can haunt you for a long time and you might never know about it.

THE REASON FOR BUDGETS?
Two reasons:
1)	For you: a budget does two things: it grounds your creative thinking in the real world, and it gives you a feeling of control because it allows you to a way to seeing what's ahead and to take that into consideration as you create your project.  It acquaints you with all aspects of your project.
2)	For an grant juror or potential donor: the budget is the key to your film and grant proposal.  It is the record of how well you have planned your work, how well you know your trade, how well you will spend their money. 

BUDGET COMMANDMENTS
1)	Begin to budget when you begin to write the screenplay.
2)	As soon as you can, decide on an appropriate level of quality for the film.  
	For any film, there is a minimum amount of money that meets the quality standards for that film's anticipated audience.  (ex. Rob Tregenza's TALKING TO STRANGERS; Derek Jarmin's THE LAST OF ENGLAND). 
3)	Sustain that level of quality throughout the production with equal emphasis given to each stage.  
	The metaphor of the weak link holds true.  It makes little sense to spend large amounts of money for production values if you have bad actors.  


4)	Be accurate in your cost estimation.  
	This is especially true for low budget films.  If you are inaccurate you create enormous problems that you will inherit in the future.  If you don't know what something costs, ask someone who does.  Production managers ask other production managers for advice and compare budgets and figures all the time.  
	Accuracy starts with your filmscript.  If you use other than 10-pitch Courier and you end up with a 90 page script that you judge to be  one page equals one film minute, you could be off by 20 minutes.  In a grant situation, a good grant juror will notice this and check the amount of film you are budgeting.  If there is a discrepancy, this alone can cost you the grant.
5)	When presenting your budget, decide on a case by case basis the appropriate level of detail to include.

RERERENCE SOURCES:
*	Rate sheets you requested from labs and equipment houses
*	Chicago Film Production Guide
*	Brooks' Standard Rate Book
*	Other budgets
	You might write to the Association of Independent Commercial Producers (see Rolodex) for their six-page budget, "Form AICP-3" (duplicated here).   Then there are the differing length budgets printed by Enterprise Stationers (see Rolodex), specifically order numbers 87 (three-page), 2 (six-page), 61 (seven page), 88 (seventeen-page), 98 (eleven-page), and 158 (forty-one page feature budget).   I think number 158 is swell.

BUDGETING SOFTWARE:
	Excel 
	Screenplay Systems (budgeting, scheduling and scripting)
Movie Magic Budgeting: $595--copy protected.

BUDGET FORMATS:
	First, there is the paper napkin in Starbucks.  
	As you develop your thinking about your project you will write down the numbers as you find them out.  If I do it that way it doesn't scare me too bad.  You will eventually need something more elaborate than the paper napkin.
	There are many different kinds of budgets.  All of them give valuable points of view on your project. 
	I have several types of budget formats entered into my computer.  For any new project, I open up the budget forms, determine which kind would be most helpful to work with now, duplicate the form, give it the name of the project and store it in a file devoted just to that project.  (example: DUCCIO project.   * The Metropolitan Museum of Art put out a call for filmmakers to submit projects on art done in collaboration with art historians.  There was no application form, just verbal instructions from the representative who flew into Chicago.  I followed the directions.  Bruce Cole.  NY.  Budgets all the same; filmmakers all from NY.  6 months wasted.  Moral: sometimes you do everything right and still loose).

THE ULTRA LOW BUDGET ($100,000) FEATURE BUDGET:
	Accuracy in the budget is crucial the lower your budget.  
Above the line costs tend to diminish as the budget gets lower.  
You probably need a 20% contingency buffer.  Start by budgeting everything down to the smallest detail: the amount of computer paper you will use for your filmscript, the amount of floppy disks the editor will use.  Do it exactly.  Then add 10% for everything you've overlooked.  Then add 10% for contingencies. 

Contingencies:
	Problem: Grant agencies will not fund an amount you set aside for cost increases.  To them this shows poor planning.  
	Solution: build in a hidden 10% contingency within every category of expense.  Forget about the second 10%.
	Call all your labs and equipment purveyors and ask if they are expecting a price hike between now and the time you plan to put your film into production.
	Investors ARE used to a 10% contingency added to the bottom of a budget.  So for them put in the hidden 10% contingency within every category of expense PLUS add on the second 10% at the bottom.   


DOCUMENTARY FILM BUDGETS:

BUDGET COMMANDMENTS
1)	Begin to budget at the same time you create the proposal.
2)	Decide on an appropriate level of quality.
For any film, there is a minimum amount of money that meets the quality standards for that film's anticipated audience. 
3)	Sustain that level of quality consistently throughout the project.  Give equal emphasis to each stage of production.  The metaphor of the weak link is true in documentary film.  It makes little sense to spend money in production values if you can only afford bad labs.
4)	Be accurate in your estimation of costs.  
This is especially true for low budget documentaries.  If you are inaccurate you create enormous problems in the future. If you don't know what something costs, ask someone who does.  Production managers ask other production managers for advice and compare budgets and figures all the time.
5)	When presenting your budget, decide on a case by case basis the appropriate level of detail.
6)	A well prepared budget is as important as a well-prepared proposal.  This means well-prepared budget notes, as well.

UNDERBUDGETING
Rule: The lower the budget the higher the accuracy of your estimations.  A 5% underbudgeting can trash your project.  
Your budget must appear "reasonable" which is defined by the tradition that documentarians work cheap.  We all inherit that tradition.


PREPRODUCTION
	Most documentaries are funded after preproduction work is completed.  

SHOOTING RATIO
	Your application will not be rejected because of a high or low shooting ratio.

BUDGET FORMATS:
	Use categorical if possible.  Makes more sense for documentarians because the preproduction stage is often completed before you know enough about your project that you can apply for production money.  Funding agencies will not fund retroactively.  If you use categorical, your preproduction costs will be hidden.

CREW:
	Your narrative must justify the number of people you are budgeting for.  Ex: extremely sensitive interviews might only justify one person doing everything.  

	Salaries:
	Workers: salaried employees (per week), and wage earners (per hour).  You pay FICA and withhold Federal and State taxes for salaried employees; you do not have to withhold for independent contractors.  Therefore, use independent contractors, if possible.  
	Get each worker's base pay, % of time or total working time spent on the film, and total:

Name		Position	Rate		% of Time		Total
Bunky		director	$500 wk	7 weeks		$3,500

(Teachers: calculate on 9 or 10 month basis, NOT 12.  Calculate fringe benefits.)



Consultants:
	Listed with their fees separately from other personnel.   Consultant travel, though, is lumped with general travel.  You might have a category labeled "consultant expenses".


MATCHING/IN-KIND:
	Be sure to include all in-kind services, including a valuation on your own time.  Investors and granting agencies on small budget films like to see as much as 50% of a budget already raised.  In-kind is the way to "raise" instant monies.  

RENTALS
Granting agency forms often include "rentals" under "Services".   Most places, however, prefer a separate category if there are going to be many of them.
	What you must research: daily rates, who many days constitute a rental week, how manyt free shippin days you get.  Some rental houses have a weekly rate that is three or four times the daily rate--others seven times.   When you call, find out if they expect to raise their costs in the near future.  Since you can't budget for inflation, you can make up a little for it, by noting the rise and documenting it in your budget notes.  
	Problem: when rental costs equal or exceed purchase costs.  Talk to program officer.  Some foundations say absolutely not.  Others, yes.  

MISCELLANEOUS
	Equipment maintainance as a line item a must.

	Insurance: see Dennis R. Reiff, "Insurnace: How much does an Independent Producer Need" in the INDEPENDENT, Summer 1981.
	E&O: covers you against suits for nearly everything your films can get sued for: invasion of pricavy theft of title, breach of contract, defamation of character, etc.  Rates vary.  Explain E&O in your budget notes--this is not because you plan to forget or omit anything.  
	Negative: for all risks of direct physical loss or damage to all negative or videotape elements.  Includes audio tapes, cassettess. Accidental magnetic erasure.  Rates vary.
	Cohen Insurance, 225 West 34th Street, NY< NY  10001.

INDIRECT COSTS
NEH and NEA and state arts and humanities counceil budget forms have a line item for indirect costs.  Defined as expenses which are necessary but not allocatable to any one project.  Utilities for the 501 c3 agency, vehicle insurance, accounting services, depreciation of office equipment.  Most foundations and corporations do not like indirect costs.  They want to know exactly what you will spend for telephone, electricity, postage, space rental, general insurance, etc.


LEVEL OF DETAIL
Appropriate for the funding source.  This generally means a new budget for each potential funder.   If you apply to two different foundations with two widely differing budgets, the reason for the difference must be accounted for in the narrative.  

PAYMENT SCHEDULE
Critical times for the producer: 
1) during and after the filming: film stock, crew salaries, equipment rental, per diem, lab costs.
2)  During and following editing: off-line, music composition, mixing, SFX library, tansfers, asnwer prints.
At all other times, costs stay fairly constant.
With this in mind, see if you can negotiate a payment schedule which supports your needs. 

