
           10/05/18 
To: 
Heather Humphries, Minister for Business, Enterprise and Innovation  
 

Josepha Madigan, Minister for Culture, Heritage and the Gaeltacht 
 

Oireachtas Committee on Arts, Heritage, Regional, Rural and Gaeltacht Affairs 
Sean Canney, Michael Collins, Danny Healy-Rae, Martin Heydon, Eamon O Cuiv, 
Niamh Smyth, Peadar Toibin, Maura Hopkins, Aodhan O Riordan, Fintan Warfield, 
Marie Louise O'Donnell 
 

Dear all, 
 
We watched with great interest the recent Oireachtas committee meetings on 
Working Conditions and Development in the Irish Film Industry and it’s clear 
that there is some confusion as to how the film industry works, and the role of 
typical workers within the industry. Communication is ongoing between some 
parties but they don't include the vast majority of crew or a variety of 
departments.  
 
We are set decorators, production buyers, assistant decorators, assistant 
buyers, and petty cash buyers - four different grades of worker from HOD to 
trainee. It’s important to our members that the Oireachtas has a balanced view 
on how things work on the ground during production, and our real concerns. 
 
We now ask again that the Oireachtas Committee, the Dept of Business, 
Enterprise and Innovation, and the Dept of Culture, Heritage and the Gaeltacht 
please meet with our representative to answer any questions you have 
regarding the workings of the Irish Film Industry. 
 
A synopsis of our views on some topics raised by the Committee: 
 
Meritocracy 
It is important to all our members that the industry operates on a meritocracy; the 
best available and appropriate person for the job in question should get the work. 
Years on the job should not automatically entitle some people to work over others, if 
they don’t have the appropriate skills, or level of skill for that job. The number of 
years on the job alone does not define a crew member’s skill level and diversity. 
 
Each position is filled from the top down, the producers select the director, who in 
turn selects the people he/she considers best suited in key positions, and in turn 
these HODs are entrusted with doing the same in putting their individual 
departments together, the best blend of skills, experience and personalities in the 
best interest of the job in question. This is a crucial part of the process which should 



be retained at all cost, and it must be noted that it is not the producers or production 
company who select the vast majority of crew members.  
 
Across many industries, people with similar qualifications are interviewed [for new 
posts or promotion] and the person who is the best fit is selected for the job. It’s no 
different in our industry other than the fact that jobs change rapidly, as do the 
requirements.  This is also the case in terms of rising through grades, where the 
person best suited for the ‘promotion’, possibly the junior of others who’ve applied, 
gets the place. 
 
Grades and Upgrading 
Historically, lists of grades existed with SIPTU and were overseen by each 
department. This was a way of sharing recommendations, and people upgraded 
temporarily if offered a job above their grade where there was a shortage of crew, or 
the job, being low budget, was not of interest to those available at that grade. The 
rates were, and still are, generally tiered based on the size of job, so people 
upgrading to do a smaller job get that lower rate [which may not be appealing to 
those at that full grade] so undercutting was minimised. This meant each 
departmental group had a sense of who was working on what. Our senior members’ 
experience of this was that it was not obstructive and people encouraged people 
passing through the grades but also retained a standard. 
 
A register of trainees and what they have been doing is a great idea. Some people 
choose to remain in a grade where they get a lot of work rather than upgrade into a 
grade which is full; they may end up earning less per week than at the higher grade, 
but as there’s more work available at the lower grade, they’re happy to choose this 
route. It all depends on how busy the year is, how much work is around, what kind of 
jobs etc. It's always very fluid.  
 
It’s important in our field, as with all of the creative departments, that trainees get 
the most varied experience possible, to experience all scales of job, to understand 
the breadth of the department. 3 years on a very low budget job would not equip 
one for a huge international TV drama or film, much as several years on 
contemporary work does not prepare you for period work, and vice versa.  
 
 
Union Membership 
Many of our members were SIPTU members in the past, but through inertia and lack 
of communication by SIPTU in recent years, most crews’ subsidies have lapsed. We 
are now renewing our memberships, which will give us the power to push SIPTU to 
become more effective on our behalf.  IFWA, a small association without negotiating 
power, represents only a minority of film crew, in construction and transport, so 
SIPTU is our union of choice. We look forward to contact with SIPTU in shaping new 
agreements with SPI, with regard to pensions, sick pay, working conditions and any 
other concerns crew may have. 



 
 
Training 
The Film industry is comprised of many different departments and training needs to 
be department specific. In the past, new crew started by asking SIPTU for a list of 
members, spoke to and got 3 signatures, joined as a trainee, worked on an agreed 
number of productions, and applied for an upgrade as an assistant before acquiring a 
full grade.  It was through recommendations as well as experience that you upgraded 
or got offered more work. This union-monitored grading system would surely work 
as a basis across most departments. 
  
As a department we are fully aware of the need for quality and broad ranging 
training - additional resources to STI to allow more training courses would be 
welcomed. If the above system of on-the-job training, through SIPTU, is reinstated in 
conjunction with a specific training programme, it will offer the Set Decoration and 
Art Departments a concise umbrella group of crew that will be recognised by all. We 
suggest current fully qualified Designers and Set Decorators approach Teresa 
McGrane of STI and get assistance in procuring a good training programme to run in 
conjunction with training within the dept. An apprenticeship or shadowing position 
by film school graduates, possibly subsidised by Section 481 or the Irish Film Board, is 
something that might also work well and is worth discussion. 
 
Hours worked 
The Art Dept put in long hours, often not fully paid, due to insufficient crewing – art 
depts seem to be getting smaller. We, as a department, are vulnerable to 
exploitation, given our will for creativity and eagerness to provide the best possible 
sets, which is not offset by typical production crew allocation. Current practice is that 
on medium sized jobs, the art department often share their trainee with the props 
buyer who has not been allocated a petty cash buyer, or on larger jobs the buyer is 
only given an assistant but not a petty cash buyer; this puts undue pressure on the 
entire dept, forcing [unpaid] overtime, and this needs to be reviewed by production 
managers. We understand the OWT allocation of hours per week ranged over 17 
weeks, and accept that a film shooting day is typically more than 8 hours, but current 
crew shortages within the Art/Decoration Department is something we are eager to 
discuss with SIPTU/SPI going forward. 
 
Continuity of Employment 
The idea that a 'parent production company' should be forced to permanently 
employ the same crew from production to production is nonsensical and 
unsustainable in our view; Elaine Geraghty of SPI explained quite effectively at the 
last meeting how different genres and different budgets require a different level, 
balance and type of crew. The nature of the film industry, globally, is that 
employment is non-permanent, and to try and change this in Ireland might drive 
productions away from our country. With respect to the Chairperson, Peadar Toibin, 
if you asked our members, and many film crew, “would you like a scenario where 



your job comes to an end every 4 months & you have to re-apply for it?” We would 
say yes – the majority of us enter the film industry knowing full well that this is the 
nature of the work, and for us, the issue is not the short-term contracts, but the 
quantity of work coming into the country. In recent years a certain amount of illegal 
industrial action on certain jobs with foreign producers has led to a state where, all 
over the world, where those producers are meeting with other producers to discuss 
what jurisdiction to shoot in, ours is suffering from an appearance of industrial 
malcontent, which is actually the actions of a very small minority of crew, which our 
guild does not condone, and furthermore regrets, due to the impact it has on the 
quantity of work coming to this country. 
 
Parallels were drawn, at the previous committee meeting, from the construction 
industry, with Graham Macken of SIPTU stating that “The general construction 
industry operates similarly and has no issue with continuity of service” and Karan 
O’Loughlin reiterating the same as “It [the construction industry] goes from project 
to project”. Our industry and construction diverge where a. construction traditionally 
has a fairly uniform balance of large and small projects running throughout the year, 
and our industry could have more – see previous paragraph and b. the vast majority 
of film crew have non-transferable skills and would not have the option of side 
stepping into another industry in the way that perhaps, construction crew might, 
where they can, in most instances, join the construction workforce outside of film. 
 
Peadar Toibin alluded to the fact that the state has a duty of care to workers in the 
sector – we find, in between productions, that Social Welfare can have difficulty 
understanding our position, so work could be done there. We represent both PAYE 
and Self-Employed crew, and all of us are eager, as in other countries, to discuss with 
government the idea of a minimum wage payment to all crew during periods when 
no work is to be found. With regard to the ‘precarious nature’ of our employment 
and short-term contracts being an issue, we generally find that those who work hard, 
communicate well with fellow crew members, and have the skills required for their 
role, have no problem getting work, provided the work is there to be had.  
 
Deputy Boyd Barrett, while recognising that more funding in the sector is required, is 
concerned that the current government investment is going to a handful of 
companies with very few permanent employees. The reality is, while we are not 
permanent employees, that Section 481 pays a substantial portion of our wages, and 
allows producers to attract large numbers of foreign productions to our shores – 
something which we wholeheartedly embrace! 
 
Hoping this has clarified some issues for you in terms of our members’ views, and 
looking forward to further discussion in the Oireachtas, 
 
Sincerely,  
 

The Irish Guild of Set Decorators 



 
 

Cc:  
 
Joe McHugh, Minister of State for Culture, Heritage and the Gaeltacht 
 
Pat Breen and John Halligan, Ministers of State for Business, Enterprise and Innovation  
 
James Hickey, Irish Film Board 

Elaine Geraghty, Screen Producers Ireland 

Karan O’Loughlin, SIPTU 

Graham Macken, SIPTU 


