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“Focus on European sales agent companies: their strategy for today, their vision for tomorrow”.

1. The current situation: focus on the increase of films’ turn over. 

Every year, more and more films are produced, which makes it harder for sales agents companies to promote them correctly, especially at international film markets, which are now overstocked. What are the consequences of such an increase for the producers and the sales agents in terms of revenues?

2. The future and what it is made of:

- the future of sales agent companies: the competition in their own field, since the past few months have witnessed the emergence of various newly created sales agent companies in Europe

- working with new technologies: what do digital copies will change in their business and for European cinema in general?
Presentation of the panellist and their company:

· Thomas Mai – TrustNordisk (Denmark): resulting from the merger between Trust Film and Nordisk Film, the sales agent branch deals with 70 to 100 films per year.
· Nicholas Kaiser – Memento Films (France): this sales agent company takes care of 8 films per year and focuses on arthouse and second-feature films

· Helen Loveridge – Meridana Films (UK): co-founder of Fortissimo, she decided to launch a new sales company, Meridana Films, located in London. Her motto: keep it small and focus on arthouse films.
· Michael Cowan – Spice Factory / Velvet Octopus / La Fabrique de Films (UK): Founded in 2006, Velvet Octopus is mostly involved in an estimate of 8 commercial feature films per year, with budgets ranging from 10 to 70M$. Two essential elements are required to acquire a film: English language and pre-sales.
· Klaus Rasmussen – Bavaria Film International (Germany): founded in 1997, this branch of Bavaria Film GmbH deals with 20 films per year (50% German, 50% rest of the world).
The current state of the market: a gloomy situation
· All sectors are going down in the cinema business right now: ticket sales, DVD sales, revenues from TV channels at a moment when more and more films are produced.  It’s a fact that 10 years ago, selling a film was much easier than it is today.
· An important statistic to bear in mind is the fact that out of the 3,000 films that were produced in 2007, only 300 of them (including the films produced by the American studios) could be released.

· As the number of distributor is going down and that distribution companies are more and more picky when they buy films, sales agent companies are being more selective to face a fierce competition. 

· The main thing for them is to choose good films. This concept is very tricky to define, but according to the panellists, a few main rules prevail. A good film must be able to travel and perform well on the local market.

An essential part of the strategy: international film festivals

· A key element of the sales agent’s work is to make sure their films will be selected at international film festivals. Although it is extremely hard to know whether the film will be well-received for sure, these events have increasingly become an essential part of the sales agents’ strategy. At a time when life expectancy for films is getting shorter, they allow to cast a light on films in an efficient way.
· In this respect, producers and sales agents must be realistic about the selection they want to apply to, and focus on a narrow list of festivals that catch the industry’s attention. Beside Cannes, Berlin and the AMF, the festivals are the following: Pusan, Venice, Karlovy Vary, San Sebastian, Locarno, Toronto and Sundance (only for US films).

· It is very hard to sell a film that was not selected at these festivals.

· Producers should never decide to go to a festival where their film has been selected without having a sales agent: they don’t have the time to deal with both the production and sale of their film.
Questions producers should always ask themselves

· The film industry is very different from other fields for the line between art and business is always blurry. Good questions a producer needs to think of is what he wants to do, how he wants to do it and what the potential market is.

· Producers should always keep in mind this notion of potential market whenever they want to launch the production of a film, especially when this film addresses interesting but difficult issues: does the audience want to watch this film? 

· For instance, very few films on the Balkan wars performed well, simply because cinema is considered by the average multiplex cinema-goer as an entertainment allowing them to spend a nice time and make them think about other things than their everyday life.

Working with sales agent companies

· An important factor is trust between the producer and the sales agent company. You need to build a relationship on the long-term and the exchange of information must work both ways: producers frequently complain about their sales agent’s work, but they need to keep them informed of their film’s performance as well, which does not necessarily happen.
· That does not mean that producers should avoid contacting multiple sales agent companies when trying to sell their films. It is very important to have talks with as many companies as possible.
· When it comes to presenting a project or a film to a sales agent, the approach must be original and stand out to catch the attention of the company’s representative, especially when taking part in a co-production forum.*

· An important thing is that producers should never try to finance their film thanks to the international market. If it did not perform well locally, chances are it will not perform well on foreign market either.

· In terms of choosing the right project, strategies diverge. Helen Loveridge does not like to acquire a film at the script stage, although because of the competition, she needs to do that more and more. 

· On the other hand, Bavaria Film International acquired 80% of its projects at the script stage in 2007, the downside of the situation being nobody really knows how many will be selected at festivals.

Looking at the bright side: the perspectives of other revenues thanks to the VOD.

· There are different kinds of VOD and of subscription, different models, prices and access duration of the downloaded product.

· Another concept has arisen: free VOD, paid for by commercials. This model is very promising considering the total amount of money dedicated to advertising throughout the world (more than 69billion $ every year) and the fact that the Internet allows a very selective, personalized kind advertising to take place.
· By the end of 2007, 258 VOD platforms existed in over 40 countries.

· One essential concept when it comes to VOD is that a demand exists for every film, whether big or small.

· The market evolves very rapidly now, with companies innovating in the production and distribution of their products. For instance, Amazon has a digital copy of every CD, book and DVD the platform sells and is able to print the book or burn the CD or the film on demand.

· With the VOD, people have the world to sell their products to. You still don’t make a lot of money out of it, but possibilities are huge. Besides, before this model, you would not have been in the position to make this kind of money.
· Another future for films is that they can be released on all platforms at the same time, like Steven Soderbergh’s “Bubble”.

