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This report examines the current status of theatre performers in BC and the struggles they face finding paid work in the world of theatre. Various aspects of performance work will be critically analyzed such as professional contracts and union vs. non-union casting. Local theatre companies will be discussed in their employment of artists for professional and community based theatre productions. 
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                                                     Introduction


Background:

The Victoria and Albert Museum of Art and Design states; “Theatre has only become a respectable and respected profession in the last 100 years”. This statement couldn’t resonate more than with the struggling theatre community found in Vancouver. As one of the highest traffic volume cities in Canada (through tourism and population alone), Vancouver has a high demand for entertainment and social offerings for the masses that filter through the region. 

Vancouver is not your average, run-of-the-mill city when it comes to performance as an industry. Vancouver has been aptly dubbed the “Hollywood of the North” due to its thriving film and tv industry. Many production companies choose Vancouver for its diverse shooting locations. Within one week of shooting you can get footage in dense forest, bustling city streets, authentic chinatown markets and if you drive out a little further, even some authentic desert footage. 

Aside from the world of the silver screen, Vancouver also holds pride in its stagework too. Vancouver has a rich history of live performance and has hosted some of the world’s greatest talent when it comes to stage performing. Aside from touring companies that come through Vancouver from time to time, some of Canada’s best theatrical performers come from right here in BC. Some of Vancouver’s biggest players include the Vancouver Opera, renowned for its presence and history of professional opera. The Arts Club, Vancouver’s own version of Broadway. Theatre Under The Stars, with over 7 decades of large-scale theatre to give them weight. And a number of smaller scale professional and community based companies that keep Vancouver’s theatre scene alive. 

Purpose:
Vancouver, and, BC, have enjoyed a prosperous history of live performance and entertaining the masses but that wealth has not necessarily been shared with the talent involved. The purpose of this report is to investigate the history of theatre in Vancouver, the varying levels of production value associated with theatre companies that stage productions and the payment actors receive for their hard work during the whole process. 

Anyone who lives in Vancouver is familiar with how difficult, financially, it can be to live here. Most people have to work over a full time work schedule (>40 hours a week) just to afford rent and living costs. For any aspiring actor, you also have to make time for a packed rehearsal schedule if you want to progress in your career or even do shows out of pure passion. An easy rehearsal schedule is still at least 3 days a week, 4-6 hours of rehearsing per day with one weekend day consisting of 8+ hours of rehearsal time. Factor in transit and food expenses and the whole ordeal becomes a lot harder than just lost time. This doesn’t include the time and money invested in private coaching which is a necessity for most actors to even be brought in to audition for principal roles
 
Scope:
While there are many discussion points that can be explored in fair and equitable wages for actors, it would take far too long to discuss simply acting in general. I will be focusing solely on stage performers, specifically those based in the lower mainland. While there are a few different agencies and unions in place for actors of varying backgrounds (i.e the International Alliance for Theatrical Employees, Canadian Actors Equity Association and United Scenic Artists, to name a few), I will be using only ACTRA/UBCP and CAEA (The Canadian Actors Equity Association), as they are the most commonly addressed unions in professional theatre in BC. 

Research Questions:
When beginning this investigation, I really had to think critically about the questions I would be asking to gather data for this report. I myself am a practicing actor and the politics involved with discussing the finer details of production are sensitive and can have adverse impact on your reputation which can in turn, hinder or improve your chances of getting a job. With all of that in mind, I still had to address the hard hitting questions and discuss why this research is important. 

Why is this research relevant to you (the reader)? 

According to a report by Tourism Vancouver, last year we had a record breaking 10 million overnight visitors. That’s the highest number in Vancouver’s history, and that number is expected to only keep growing. I had the pleasure of listening to you (Your Honour), at a talk you gave at the Vancouver International Film Festival this year. You talked about how vital the arts are to Vancouver’s economy and how you, as the newly appointed Minister of The Arts, Culture and Tourism, planned to ensure we continue to grow and develop the art that makes Vancouver a hub for culture and artistic celebration. While some may believe that live performance is on its way to the chopping block, and while it may be fun to watch a well recorded television program (for which Vancouver is a veteran at producing) there is nothing quite like watching a production unfold right in front of you. Totally unedited and fresh. 

What are the current rules and regulations that are already in place that establish salaries for performers?

This is where things start to get a little bit complicated. Currently, you either are signed to a Union (such as BCPA/ACTRA or Equity), or your pay is managed by an independent director or theatre company that you work for. According to a report by the Jessie Awards (an award ceremony similar to the oscars or tonys for professional performers in Canada), for a production to be deemed “professional” or eligible for a Jessie award, the production must pay at least 51% of their actors at least 375$ a week. This value comes out to roughly 9.37$ an hour. However, even this “fair wage” is seldom seen by an actor working on a production in Vancouver. 

What is a typical contract wage for an actor?

Equity and UBCP/ACTRA have different rates for their actors. Both of these wages are included in tables that can be referenced in the appendix of this paper (see appendix 1). Both UBCP/ACTRA and Equity typically have per hour, per day or per week rates as well as per performance rates (with the inclusion of some other rates depending on the contract). UBCP/ACTRA wages are dependent on the position within the production company, a principal actor is paid a minimum of 693.8$ per day. Equity agreements are dependent again on your role but also incur pay increases dependent on the capacity of seats in the theatre you will be performing in, starting at 628$ per week at the lowest level of engagement.


                                        

                                       


                                   Research and Analysis
Methodology:
I decided to reach out to working actors in the community and gain some insight into their experience. There is little scientific research (theory testing using empirical means) on theatre available on scholarly forums or in peer reviewed journals. With that in mind, the data collected in this investigation is weighed heavily on its qualitative substance rather than quantitative value. Additionally, there is no way to use means of meta-analysis to deduce a universal solution to ensuring actors are paid for their work. Free performance will always exist while there are those that are willing to work simply for exposure. 

The actors who provided responses work in a variety of positions and backgrounds with performance here in BC. From local Choirs, to Directors of Theatre Companies as well as people who have worked as dancers, extras or lead roles in productions staged here in the lower mainland. There are responses from both Union/Equity as well as Non-Union/Non-Equity performers. While detailing every response here in the paper would take up too much space, I have chosen a few noteworthy responses I feel illustrate the current experience of performers here in Vancouver. 




Figure 1 How often do you get paid (contracts or otherwise) for your roles in theatre?
[image: Points scored]

Figure 2  In your opinion, what is the “go-to” option for most theatre companies/practitioners in regards to funding?
[image: Points scored]
Findings: (To Be Completed.)
-Still receiving responses to survey questions
-Majority of gathered responses indicate that performers not only rarely receive payment for their work, most expect not to be paid
-Gathered data also shows there is a pre-conception of “earning” the “right” to be paid as a performer
-You need to be cast in professional productions, under a contract to even join a union or become full equity. Apparently, only companies like The Arts Club or Firehall BC can afford to contract their actors and they only cast from within their pool of previously cast performers (according to interviewed performers)

Conclusions and Suggestions:
-There are many factors that can impact a company’s ability to pay their artists for their work;
 -Licensing costs for shows
 -Printing costs for sheet music/librettos/scripts
 -Marketing
 -Production costs (lighting/stage management/director/producer etc.)
A large part of the problem is that theatre companies prioritize their production staff and do not consider paying their actors a “priority” when managing a budget. Even musicians seldom go without an honorarium for performing for even small budget companies. 

Furthermore, Vancouver has experienced budget cuts for core arts-and-culture spending. It isn’t deemed a necessary expenditure by the city and isn’t taken seriously or even worse, by the companies that put on theatre. Public appearance needs to be taken into consideration, with companies like TUTS who have established their place as a Titan Theatre Company, there is an expectation of good quality production by the company that keeps people coming year after year to see their shows. They have garnered a loyal fanbase and it is hard for independent companies to compete with the years of experience TUTS has with producing shows. Furthermore, there aren’t enough funding options available for smaller companies to produce shows. 

I am proposing that the City of Vancouver and BC Arts Council, with your help, lobby for more allocation of funding from the government to support local productions in Vancouver. Even if 10 new 300,000$ grants were made available that would cover the entire cost of mounting a 2-week production of a musical by companies like Geekenders, Fighting Chance Productions, Renegade Arts Company and Bring on Tomorrow Co to rent out appropriate sized theatre spaces and pay their production staff while also paying a minimum equity rate for their actors. 

Another question that you might be thinking is; why don’t actors just apply for Unions or go Equity? The unfortunate circumstance here is that to even apply for a union, you need 3 professional credits. The only way to get these credits is to be cast in a professional production and sign a paid contract. Because there is so little funding available, it all gets allocated to well-known companies like the Arts Club or Firehall BC, whom also have a reputation for only casting within a pool of performers who have worked with the company.If more funding was made available, more productions could contract their actors and more actors would have the chance to gather professional credits. Not to mention, with appropriate funding, theatre companies would be able to afford to stage high-quality production which would provide the record amount of overnight tourists Vancouver receives with entertainment which would in turn, bolster Vancouver’s economy. 
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