Tsedey Aragie’s Film-Journal 09
Tsedey Aragie, born and raised in the US, is a graduate of George Mason University, with a film background from School of Visual Arts in New York.  She focuses her time on writing, photography, and filmmaking to develop her craft and will start an M.F.A program in Digital Art soon. Tsedey travels to Ethiopia frequently and aspires to feature on screen stories of her people.

This past summer 09 I was blessed enough to take a trip to Ethiopia, and while I was there, for 10 weeks, I decided that I would do some research about what it would take to start and maintain a film production company. What are the challenges that a filmmaker would face when producing a film, documentary, or reality TV show?  I was looking for a way to combine the two things that I sincerely love. I wanted a reason to be in Ethiopia long term, and an opportunity to make film. And in the short time that I had, I was fascinated by the possibilities of producing stories that shed light on the people, culture, and way of life. Also, recognizing the role that the audience and other counter parts of the filmmaking industry plays, in demanding that the films must move to a progressive tempo with quality content and production to empower this society about its vast identities, drawing from all the time periods. 

I wanted to know about the Ethiopian Film Industry as a whole. To get a better idea of what stage of growth it was in. What was taking place that would either fuel the progress or stunt the growth during this creative period? I had so many questions. How many films were produced annually? How much it cost to produce these films on average? Why so many producers would make one film, and disappear from the scene? What the average net earnings were for each film? How many production companies were there? Were there any unions or film clubs? What type of education was available to people who wanted to work on their craft? Which theatres were filmmakers able to exhibit their films, and what did the contracts look like, typically? How does a filmmaker distribute their film? What percentage did you calculate for entertainment tax and VAT? How did you scout for talent, and how much did it cost to hire them? Was there good and up to date equipment: pre/post production? How do you protect your intellectual property? What type of challenges does a film crew go through, was it different from other places? 

These are just a few of the questions that I had, and I started by approaching the research departments and/or libraries of the governmental institutions like the Chamber of Commerce, Addis Ababa University, National Archives, and ETV. I asked for secondary research material that could possibly give us financial data about filmmaking in Ethiopia. Now in their defense I will say that maybe I was misinformed or did not talk to the right people, however each place I went I was told that getting any information about the “Ethiopian Film Industry” is something that they just don’t have, outside of feature articles, and general books about film principles. As a matter of fact, after speaking with a National Archives employee, I was told that if I was to conduct my own research they might be interested in publishing it. There is definitely a need for a publication that will examine the growth process of what might be the next film industry in Africa, and carefully observing this process could be quite beneficial. Also, another type of publication that is not only circulating in controlled and remote circles, but one that is available to the mass population. One that also includes, and encourages an infusion of talented people, who begin to work with an honor system primarily focused on creative growth and integrity. 

When the secondary research could not be accessed another approach had to be taken. Eden Gebreselasie and I started to organize and approach some producers and a production company that was in our network in Addis Ababa and pose to them the following questions. This is what we found.

The following filmmakers we spoke with are: Zelalem Woldemariam, Serawit Fikre, and Yonas Berhane Mewa. Woldemariam founded ZeleMan Production in 2005 and is known for his film, “The 11th Hour,” which screened in 2006. Since then ZeleMan has produced over 40 documentary films, television commercials, and radio productions, both in the local business and international NGO sector. Serawit Fikre’s production company, Serawit Multimedia Production gets its roots from “Connect Advertising,” which was founded back in 1997. SMP went through a pivotal point in 2005 when the company was restructured. Fikre is known for his many productions in TV, Radio, Plays, Movies, Documentaries, and Commercials and serves as a Managing Director.  Fikre is known for his films, “Dagmawi,”   “Semayawi Feres,”  “Yifelegal,” and “Sekaramu Posta.” 

Yonas Berhane Mewa, is known for his first film “Hermela” based on a true story about love and obsession. After that film he Directed, “Moryameder,” “Sile Fikre,” “Etone,” and “Yetafene Fikre.”

Q&A

Zelalem Woldemariam

“I admire the audience who come to see our films when they have so many choices.”

Q: What is the average cost of your projects?

A:  Our commercials generally cost 3-5k USD, our billboards are 3-4k, Music Videos 2-4k, and 20k for films.

Q:  How would you describe your style of filmmaking?

A:  Melata! I’m greatly influenced by Kirosawa from Japan.

Q:  How do you go about finding talent to work with for your productions?

A:  Modeling institute, art clubs, and sometimes we pick up people we meet on the street   and train, anywhere from 3 weeks to 6 months.

Q: What are you currently working on?

A: A short film about short sightedness as a concept.

Q: How do you train your crew and talent?

A: I have people come from Hollywood to train our staff on various aspects of filmmaking.

Q: What do you think about your audience?

A: The fact that Ethiopians go and pay 15ETB to watch films that are ET related, which is the same price that they would pay to watch a film that is of Hollywood standard. I admire the audience for coming to see the films when they have so many other choices.

Q: What is an example of a common challenge you face when producing your film?

A: The roles are not defined, and one person often does everything. We don’t have a casting director or scene director. It is a challenge to rent equipment, and post production cinema crew.

Q:  What are some of the challenges when attempting to assemble film related organizations?

A: Experienced individuals who understand how to lead, Infrastructure, typically in other countries the government will provide financing and here we don’t get that kind of support.

Q:  Why are producers reluctant to make more then one movie?

A:  Taxation policies, but we are trying to organize to address this issue. Overall the profit margin is very low. 
Serawit Fikre

Q:  Why are there no visible ET filmmaker and producer organizations?

A:  The artist or professionals are not accustomed to organizing like this.

Right now we are in the process of putting our board members together, which consists of 5 project leaders, who will focus on our annual goals. We will have a finance auditor, who will work full time. And we have 11 goals a year that we will set out to accomplish. The 52 producer members will meet together every 6 months. One of our topics of interest is negotiating the tax structure with the government. Another important topic that is of great concern to us is the copyright issues. We need to participate in International Film Festivals, and we must also support other Ethiopian filmmakers associations like Alatino’s.

Q:  What is the requirement to be a member as a producer?

A:  Produce 1 film at least.

Q: How do you find talent and crew members to work on your productions?

A: We let the individuals demonstrate for us how they use the equipment. We also rely on reputation. We do casting calls via newspaper ads, and use 3rd party casting agencies.

Q:  What project are you currently working on?

A: I’m making something about nuclear waste 1hr.

Q: What is a big problem to you?

A:  Cinema House problem. You wait on line trying to show the films, and to help others show their films and not all of the film houses can support the volume of films made.

Analogy: swimming pools in Addis Ababa, only 1 pool for the 4 million people. 

Q:  What do you think about the content of Ethiopian films in general?

A:  I will give you an example from the films that I have done. When I produced “Semawi Feres” many of my friends advised me to just produce a love story; this storyline is to complex they said. And I replied, if people find Matrix entertaining they would have no problem with “Semawi Feres.”

Q:  Is it easy for people to come and talk to you?

A:  Every Friday we have an open door policy because the challenges that I have personally faced when trying to speak with individuals in the industry can be frustrating I will not point out any names, but I would like to do it differently.

Yonas Berhane Mewa

“The delay for organized groups is because there only exists a ‘me’ mentality.”

Q: What was it like to shoot “Fikir Eskemekaber” over 15 years ago?

A: Used a VHS/Beta system analog format, the cost was around 110,000 ETB. Actors were not really paid, only did video sale. Now most productions average about 300,000 ETB.

Q:  What is it like when you have produced your film and you are ready to exhibit?

A:  Distribution is one of the biggest challenges. Cinema houses often demand 60/40 contracts to lease the theatre space; the cinema house owner might also share the cost 50/50 of advertising, tax, and entertainment tax, end of the year income tax 30%. The government owns 4 theatres, 3 are privately owned the privately owned theatres are a little easier to negotiate with. 

Q: What are some things that filmmakers should consider to reduce their expenses so their money goes to the part of the production that needs it the most?

A:  If you can maybe get out of the city; in the rural areas it does not cost as much to have a car drive around and advertise your film, maybe 500-1000 ETB compared to when you do it in the city it cost 4,000 ETB.

Q: What is your audition process like, and what challenges do you face?

A:  Post newspaper ad for 2 weeks. Sometimes, production becomes an acting class because the actors do not have a diverse amount of experience. A casting agency would be ideal. The audience is accustomed to certain actors playing certain characters, and outside of that it becomes an obstacle, type cast. And bringing the theatre actors over to the screen acting side has its own challenges. 

Q: What do you expect to be the major challenges for the film industry in Ethiopia? 

A: Copyright and Piracy issue.
A special thanks to all of them for the time that they spent with us trying to illustrate just a handful of the obstacles that they face during the pre and post production phases of their films. Many of the issues that were brought up are also of concern to others in the industry; the Ethiopian Film Initiative conducted a conference on June 2008 with Addis Ababa University, and International Emerging Talent Film Festival to discuss these same issues. Ethiopia was selected as the Global Film Expression pilot, and from this meeting emerged a three-point plan to steer the growth of this burgeoning film industry. 

This plan reflects the notes taken from the Future of Ethiopian Film, “The three-point plan includes liaising with the government to establish a film policy and to discuss the setting up of a government agency to oversee the development of the local film industry. The second point emerging from the conference was a decision to set up an umbrella film organization to represent all individual filmmakers and related associations in Ethiopia. This new organization will act as a unified lobbying group on the film industry matters. The third point of the plan was to improve the professional standards of the Ethiopian film industry by encouraging short-term training to raise craft skills, production management, marketing and distribution. In the longer term the Ethiopian Film Initiative is supporting the development of permanent film centers in the country, including establishing a film department at Addis Ababa University.” 
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