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Since its inception in 1939 the NFB has established a tradition of cinematographic excellence – appreciated by

Canadians and audiences around the world. Its collection of close to 10,000 titles makes it the greatest storehouse

of Canadian stories. Over the years, the NFB has won over 4,000 Canadian and international prizes, including 

65 Academy A wards nominations, ten Oscars® – nine for individual productions, and one for its overall achieve-

m e n t s, five Palmes d’or at Cannes and a Golden Bear at Berlin. In its early years, the NFB was central to the devel-

opment of the film industry in Canada; it played a key role by being a powerful incubator of new talents and new

artistic forms. In its heyday NFB artists and artisans were hailed for their work in the development of a new cine-

matographic language.

Over the past three decades, recognizing the need for Canadian control over its cultural sector, the Canadian gov-

e r n m e n t , through major financial incentives and new structures, nurtured the emergence of private film, b r o a d-

casting and new media industries. To d a y, a whole sector has emerged as a vibrant force in the Canadian economy.

Given this context, what is the role to be played by public sector institutions such as the CBC and the NFB? Now

in its seventh decade, the NFB today has an impressive past and will have an exciting future if it adapts to today’s

e n v i r o n m e n t . The advent of a strong film, television and new media industry, the impact of the government’s

major budget cuts of the mid-nineties, a technological revolution and a media explosion require the NFB to

e v o l v e, and to adjust its trajectory.

In 1996 the NFB had to change to deal with the budget cuts – it slashed its infrastructure heavily with the result

that it became less relevant and accessible to Canadians.

Can the NFB in this new private-public economy play an essential role in the audiovisual landscape of the 21st

century? We firmly believe so. The NFB can play a major role in helping to redefine Canada to Canadians and to

the world. In the context of today’s societal changes, the NFB is essential to the weave of Canada’s social fabric.

F o re w o rd
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As citizens, we have a responsibility to redefine Canadian society and its place in the new world order. In this con-

t e x t , the NFB can distinguish itself as an indispensable lever of Canadian social cohesion. The NFB has a role to

play as a lighthouse to permit Canadian audiovisual works to shine around the world, and a responsibility to act

as Canada’s cultural conscience.

At the dawn of this century the challenges facing Canada and the NFB are similar to those the pioneers of the

Film Board faced when they created it in 1939. As we enter the uncharted waters of globalization, the NFB must

become the social instrument that articulates for Canada and Canadians, their aspirations, their dreams.

To succeed in this endeavor, we need to pull together, from the inside and the outside, in the same direction to

affirm the necessity of the NFB – a unique institution with a unique mandate, as relevant today as when it wa s

f o u n d e d , and one that aspires to be part of our solutions for our collective future.

The starting point is simple – it is to integrate all parts of the NFB, so that it can act once again as a whole, p r o-

ducing and distributing significant audiovisual works (film, video and new media). This strategic plan reflects

wide-ranging consultations that took place between June and November 2001. The plan establishes clear priori-

ties and describes the strategies that we will take to make them become a reality. For the next three years,

the NFB’s budget will be set on a near zero-based formula to ensure that the activities that are in line with its

new priorities and strategies are financed. This approach will give the NFB the flexibility it needs to put the new

program in place.
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To produce and distribute distinctive, culturally diverse, challenging and relevant audiovisual works that

provide Canada and the world a unique Canadian perspective.

Vi s i o n

The NFB is recognized as being indispensable to all Canadians as the world-renowned public producer

and distributor of audiovisual works that are socially relevant and innova t i v e.

M i s s i o n
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1 . To define and position the NFB in its essential role in the Canadian audiovisual landscape in the 

context of a new global reality

2 . To connect Canadians with the NFB of today and their audiovisual legacy 

3 . To make the NFB a better and more relevant reflection of Canadian society

4 . To confirm the NFB’s role as an incubator of creative excellence and innova t i o n

5 . To maintain and nurture the NFB’s human capital

6 . To demonstrably increase the NFB’s return on investment 

G o a l s
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C ulturally diverse, socially cohesive

R isk-taking and open to partnerships

E s s e n t i a l

Accessible 

T r a n s p a r e n t

I n n o va t i v e

Value driven, committed to excellence

E mbracing new talents 

C o re Va l u e s
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1 . Making the NFB’s Overall Pro g ram More Relevant:

To achieve a more relevant overall program, we will enhance the programming process; introduce transparent

programming priorities such as tackling major social issues, i n n o vation and cultural diversity, giving voice to

younger generations; strengthen our regional structure; open our doors, as well as set improved evaluation mech-

a n i s m s. The NFB’s performance should be judged on the relevance it has to Canadians of all ages and all wa l k s

of life.

Until now, the NFB’s success has been pegged on individual stories of achievement, whether an Oscar®, a Palme d’or,

a Genie or a Gemini. NFB productions were green-lighted based on independent criteria, not tied to overall goals.

In some years, this meant that while the NFB met annual production goals in terms of numbers, the overall results

were somewhat lacklustre.

To d a y, the NFB has to prove its relevance in the life of Canadians. To do so, we must mobilize our sectors of activ-

ities around certain issues that are major preoccupations for Canadians. The NFB fully played its role as a social

instrument when it focussed its funds and human resources around initiatives such as Challenge for

Change/Société nouvelle, Studio D or Unit B.

Canadians are now facing major issues fundamental to our society – issues such as the rethinking of the educa-

tion system, dealing with the crisis in healthcare, articulating its vision of social cohesion in a pluralistic society

and affirming Aboriginal rights. One can imagine the essential role that the NFB could play in such areas if it

decided to mobilize efforts to engage citizens in exploring these issues.

S t r a t e g i e s
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To ensure that the NFB’s annual production slate forms a body of work that meets its goals, and reflects its man-

d a t e, programming priorities will be introduced. These priorities will be weighted, and adjusted periodically to

ensure that overall goals are being met.

In order of importance, the programming priorities are:

These priorities will guide the programming process throughout the year. The programming process, under the

leadership of the English and French Program Directors General, must be fully transparent, open to new voices

and accessible throughout. Distribution objectives will be fully meshed at the outset of each project.

Throughout Canada, the NFB’s production footprint will be strengthened so that it is more open, relevant and con-

nected to the local community. A special effort will be made to nurture filmmaking talent in minority language regions.

• Focus and treatment of major social issues 

– unique, n e c e s s a r y, and releva n t

• Focussing on key audiences, especially youth,

the educational sector 

• I n n o vating the audiovisual narrative form  

• A d vancing the documentary ethic, and media 

literacy 

• Creative vision: strength of story

• Working with filmmaking talent in all regions 

of Canada

• Nurturing emerging filmmake r s

• Championing intercultural and Aboriginal voices

• Promoting social cohesion through examination,

debate and dialogue

• Increasing audiences

9



The NFB will explore the major issues facing Canadian society today such as the rethinking of the education sys-

t e m , the impact of cultural diversity and health concerns, all of  which will be increasingly topical for Canadians

in the years to come.

E valuation mechanisms, both quantitative and qualitative will be established to allow us to gauge the success

of our new program. These mechanisms will help enhance the planning cycle by supplying prospective perform-

ance indicators.

2 . Placing Innovation at the Fo re f ro n t :

To foster innova t i o n , experimentation in traditional media, new media and alternative fiction, we will dedicate

resources to model innovation and act as catalyst for change.

The NFB has always been recognized for innova t i o n ; its founder John Grierson set the stage through his vision of

using art for social purpose. In the 60’s and the 70’s the NFB earned a reputation for innovation in its productions

and its way of working. It not only invented new ways of using film to change society, it pioneered using the cam-

era as an extension of the human eye. To foster an environment conducive to innovation in our productions, m e c h-

a n i s m s, such as earmarked funds, dedicated mentors and production resources, and special purpose production

teams will be put in place. I n n o vation will be one of the dominant objectives guiding our programming decisions,

and a core value of the organization. We will take appropriate risks commensurate with the scope and role of the

N F B. For instance, the NFB will once again open the door to alternative fiction, on the proviso that such a pro-

posal is distinctive, i n n o vative and in line with the budget of a major documentary project. In the broadcasting

a r e a , where Canada has built a strong and diversified private sector, co-production opportunities will be sought

as projects are initiated.10
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On the new media front, a new media matrix, reporting to both Program Heads and working in close collabora-

tion with the Internet Unit will create new media works and act as a catalyst for the creation of others. Th e

Internet Unit will create an Internet site that is inspired from and goes beyond a cluster of specialty television

channels to show and explain the work of the NFB, to inform audiences, to showcase innovation in the animation

and documentary fields, Aboriginal and intercultural productions, and new media works, to educate, p r o v i d e

learning resources and to provide opportunities for exchange and dialogue on the art of filmmaking. The NFB’s

extensive collection either through excerpts or through full-length streams will be accessible on-line to audiences

around the world. The collection will continue to be digitized in different formats thanks to funding from

Canadian Heritage for this purpose.

3 . S t rengthening the NFB Bra n d :

To strengthen the NFB brand, we will promote the production slate so that it is easily and clearly understood:

films that advance social debate, films that innova t e, and films that educate.

The NFB will coalesce the power of its brand by adopting a coherent approach to its communications, m a r ke t i n g

and distribution undertakings. I n t e r n a l l y, all public relations, c o m m u n i c a t i o n s, c u r a t o r i a l , p u b l i c i t y, f e s t i vals and

publishing services, traditional or on-line will be regrouped in one service. Launch activities will remain within the

purview of the studios to ensure tie-in with the productions from the outset. D e s i g n , communications and pub-

licity needs for launches will be handled centrally, using an advertising agency as a model. This approach will con-

solidate the communication of the NFB’s mission and vision and will therefore contribute to building the organi-

z a t i o n ’s already considerable brand equity.

11



All of the NFB’s communications activities will support the whole rather than seek to establish differentiation

between products. In line with the new directions, we will seek to link the NFB’s image with its legacy, with its

role in producing socially relevant audiovisual works, supporting emerging filmmake r s, championing intercultural

voices and distinctive audiovisual works that are synonymous with innova t i o n , risk-taking and creativity. We will

create new alliances to increase the number of branded television slots for the NFB. Special efforts will be m a d e

to make the NFB’s production slate and legacy relevant to younger audiences. As an example, master classes, b r i n g-

ing the best of the NFB as well as the best of the world, will be organized in all production centres to convey the

art of filmmaking to communities of interest. In major urban centres, new storefronts, l i ke the one in Montreal,

will reflect the new positioning, offering a full range of activities and programs which connect audiences to the

N F B ’s legacy and current productions. To help establish these connections a new curatorial capacity will be intro-

d u c e d . The curatorial staff will act as content editor for sections of the NFB’s Internet site, conserve and curate the

NFB collection, and program retrospectives. This new capacity will allow the NFB to establish closer links with

Fe s t i vals and museums around the world. F u r t h e r m o r e, to support the objective integrating all components into a

stronger whole, the NFB’s information will be made explicit through a centralized knowledge management system

called Synchrone. This system links assets to processes and qualitative and quantitative information. Parts of this

system will become operational in the course of fiscal year 2002-2003. One of its major components will be the

Electronic Rights Management Database that will be completed by December 2003.

12
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4 . Nurturing Emerging Filmmake rs :

To give emerging filmmakers the full benefit of the NFB’s legacy, we will increase the number of productions by

emerging filmmakers to 35 percent, and introduce a mentorship program.

The NFB is a unique organization – it provides an environment for filmmaking that is free of the financial pres-

sures that mark independent filmmaking, and allows adequate time to research, develop and complete a film.

Since its inception, the teaching of the craft of filmmaking as an art has evolved tremendously, with schools, i n s t i-

tutions and special programs across the country. The NFB should be the logical next step for young Canadians as

they break into the industry, a complement to formal film training. With its different programs the NFB is the place

for young talented filmmakers to complete their first, second or third film.

Th e r e f o r e, 35 percent of the NFB’s total production slate will feature works from emerging filmmake r s, defined as hav-

ing already completed one professional film. The filmmaking experience at the NFB is enriched by the considerable

legacy found in its collection and in the intellectual and creative capital of its alumni and current personnel. On top

of the master classes, a flexible mentorship program, putting emerging filmmakers in touch with seasoned practi-

t i o n e r s, whether directors, p r o d u c e r s, s c r e e n w r i t e r s, directors of photography or other masters of the craft will be set

upon a formal and informal basis. Seasoned filmmakers will be invited to the NFB to practice their art in the NFB’s

unique environment and to contribute to building the NFB’s legacy by mentoring an emerging filmmaker and partic-

ipating in master classes. Closer ties will be cemented with film schools across the country to create greater syner-

gies for new and emerging filmmake r s. The Fi l m m a ke r ’s Assistance Program, and the ACIC (Aide au cinéma indépen-

dant (Canada) will be enhanced, not only with financial resources, and a more robust structure, but will also give new

f i l m m a kers access to the NFB’s distribution arm and to mentorship opportunities. Closer collaboration will be estab-

lished with the Canada Council for the Arts to support emerging filmmakers making their second and/or third films.
13



5 . Championing Cultural Diversity and Aboriginal Vo i c e s :

To champion cultural diversity, we will become more inclusive and increase intercultural and Aboriginal voices and

views throughout the NFB, on the screen and behind it. We will create an environment that celebrates diversity

and puts it at the centre of our operations, in terms of human resources and programming.

As a vibrant instrument of social cohesion the NFB must be a true picture of the full range of the diversity that

exists in Canada and in the world. The NFB has been for many years now Canada’s premiere producer and dis-

tributor of Aboriginal films. With the objective of strengthening and expanding this role, the existing A b o r i g i n a l

P r o g r a m , which comes to an end in 2001-2002, will be reviewed. In terms of cultural diversity, the English

Program has developed a distinguished track record of producing works by and for intercultural filmmake r s. I n

f a c t , in 2000-2001, these works represented close to 28 percent of the English Program’s production slate.

H o w e v e r, to ensure that this success takes root throughout the NFB, we will introduce mechanisms to ensure that

the programming process and all other facets of production and distribution are fully committed to advancing cul-

tural diversity objectives. A special effort will be made within the French Program to better reflect today’s cultur-

ally diverse francophone population. Partnerships with Aboriginal and intercultural organizations will be sought

to enhance the NFB’s program delivery.

All restructuring initiatives within the organization will reflect the NFB’s three-year equity plan, ensuring that tar-

gets are met for all four equity groups under the terms of the Federal Government’s equity program.

14
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6 . Rekindling Relations with Canadians:

To rekindle our relationship with Canadians, we will establish mechanisms for greater access, closer contact and

dialogue on NFB productions.

Under Grierson, the NFB set up a comprehensive distribution system, reaching Canadians on their own turf, in com-

munity halls, in church basements, at political rallies and in schools. When television came in the NFB didn’t r e c e i v e

a broadcasting mandate, nor did it receive a licence with the advent of the specialty channels. Maintaining the NFB’s

presence in the lives of Canadians is a continuous challenge. H o w e v e r, even without our own broadcast outlet (although

we now have a foothold in a new English tier 1 digital channel, the Documentary Channel), the NFB enjoys a relatively

high profile amongst Canadians. Close to one out of four Canadians readily identifies the NFB when asked to name an

organization that produces and distributes documentaries and animated shorts. Thirty-three percent of Canadians can

identify the NFB logo, and 72 percent support its mission. But this support can only fade to black if we do not rekindle

relations with Canadians. At this juncture, it is crucial that the NFB plant deep roots within Canadian society and in cin-

ematographic circles around the world. This does not mean turning back the clock to Grierson’s vision of a distribution

network that no longer exists, but rather opening new doors, finding ways that will make the NFB’s productions once

again accessible to Canadians. The NFB should pursue specialty channel licences in French and in English, continue its

partnership with the Documentary Channel, while producing films for other networks. Another avenue is to establish

storefronts in Canada, which will make the NFB collection as well as other compatible collections available on demand

to Canadians. Audiences, old and new will also have access to the NFB’s extensive film collection on-line via its digi-

tized fully searchable catalogue. To increase the relevance of film and filmmaking to Canadians we will create a repre-

sentative advisory council to give advice to the Government Film Commissioner, which will advocate for socially

responsible filmmaking. Connection points with communities of interest will be made through public screenings, mas-

ter classes, retrospectives, museum exhibits, branded television slots and a variety of other means.15



F u r t h e r m o r e, we will put in place a comprehensive membership program to enable Canadians to re-establish a

lasting connection with their NFB. We will ramp up our presence at Canadian and international festivals in an

integrated fashion, demonstrating the NFB’s core values – the support of diversity and emerging filmmake r s, i n n o-

vation and distinctiveness. An important way to nurture relations with Canadians consists of establishing closer

collaborative mechanisms with other agencies of the Department of Canadian Heritage’s portfolio such as the

C B C / R a d i o - C a n a d a , National A r c h i v e s, and the Canadian Centre for Race Relations.

7 . S t rengthening the Artist-Artisan Relationship:

To allow the NFB’s unique way of making films to flourish, we will develop the artist-artisan relationship in the

creative process.

The NFB’s way of making films, where artists and artisans collaborate from the concept stage to post-production

to push forward the art form, was a house tradition well into the nineties. The closure of the lab and the shooting

stage had the effect of turning the NFB’s technical services into a supplier of technical equipment and facilities.

The idea is to restore the creative relationships that once existed to support the development of a new cine-

matographic language, to have a technical base that is at the forefront, all the while maintaining the appropri-

ate financial balance in terms of cost recovery. Technical services will be committed to excellence, and high qual-

ity client services. They will be on the leading edge of new technologies and quick to adapt to new formats and

new ways of working with sound and images.

16
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To this end, we will begin to set the stage for this new relationship by making our current infrastructure more

client-centred by introducing standard rates in line with the private sector while we gear up to a study that will

e valuate our technical services and its future within the larger vision that we are setting forth.

8 . Fo rging International A l l i a n c e s :

To protect and enhance the cultural industry’s public sector space at the global level, to take advantage of the

emerging global marke t , and to increase visibility and revenues on the world stage, as well as maximize syner-

g i e s, we will create an international co-production unit with the goal of forging productive international alliances.

In the field of international co-productions there is an increasing demand to create a larger public service vision,

one that sets its sight beyond a country’s borders.

If Canada wants to retain its own cultural sovereignty, the NFB, as a voice for Canada needs to be heard and seen

within and beyond our frontiers, as distinctive within the homogenizing forces of ever-increasing globalization,

and vertical and horizontal integration. On the plus side, on the world scene, Canada and Canadian productions

are recognized because of our cultural sensitivity and considerable successful experience in intercultural relations.

This factor, and the continued contacts that new citizens have with the part of the world that they come from,

increases the value of partnerships with Canadian production entities.

The NFB still enjoys a very strong international reputation. But this is at risk unless we increase our connections,

improve our image and our bench strength abroad. With the expertise already developed in this area, its offices

a b r o a d , its reputation as a reliable co-producer of innovative high quality documentaries, animated shorts and

alternative fiction features, the NFB can contribute to improving Canada’s image, maintain its international rep-

utation and garner additional revenues. It can also serve as a broker between international entities and smaller17



producers here in Canada. To this end, the NFB’s new international co-production unit will seek for both programs

co-production agreements that will bring in new revenue opportunities. This unit will be light and flexible in struc-

ture and report to both program heads. Key partnerships or output agreements with international organizations

and broadcasters will be explored by the Commissioner and both Program Heads.

9 . Maximizing Revenues:

To maximize revenues through all possible sources, we will regroup the NFB’s commercial distribution skills and

capacity under one branch, create a business affairs unit and seek partnerships.

There is no greater guarantee for the future success of the NFB than increasing its revenues. The NFB has one of

the world’s largest audiovisual catalogues and a well-established stock shot library.  It can and it should through

broadcasting licences, repackaging for specific marke t s, improved alliances with the education systems and other

m e a n s, increase revenues considerably. M a r ket research will be undertaken to understand the existing and future

gaps in the audiovisual material needs in school systems. F u r t h e r m o r e, the commercial distribution unit will not

have the onus of cultural and visibility objectives that have historically obscured the goals of revenue generation.

A business affairs unit serving both Programs will be set up to establish best practices, negotiate co-production

a g r e e m e n t s, pre-sales and manage rights administration, using the Electronics Rights Management Data Base,

once it is fully operational.
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1 0 . Building on Pa r t n e rs h i p s :

The NFB will be more open to creative and financial partnerships. To do this, we will seek out and welcome proj-

ects in production, d i s t r i b u t i o n , a c c e s s, and training.

Partnerships are key to the NFB’s success, and the fulfillment of its mandate. It is only through partnerships that

we will be able to undertake diversified activities and enter new fields. Partnerships or sponsorships will allow

the NFB to broaden its scope while pursuing common goals. We will actively seek out strategic alliances that sup-

port the NFB’s priorities, on all fronts. This could mean forging alliances with broadcasters, with telecom compa-

n i e s, with major production houses, social organizations and corporations. Partnerships can also take the form of

administrative collaboration agreements with other agencies, and training partnerships with national training

i n s t i t u t i o n s. When undertaking major initiatives such as the creation of new storefronts, we will search out spon-

sorships that are in line with NFB va l u e s.
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At the dawn of the 21st century Canada must review the role of its cultural institutions and their contribution to

the building of a diversified society that is evolving in the context of globalization, the redefinition of our culture

and our economy.

We believe that the NFB is one of the primary instruments that Canada must engage to define its cultural place

in the next decades – so that our artists, whether seasoned or emerging, can be seen and heard. In 1939, the NFB

was born out of a need to communicate and engage with Canadians in a time of wa r. In 2002, Canada and the

NFB share much the same mission as its founders, that of reflecting and engaging its citizenry in a time of flux

and upheava l .

Are we up to it? We owe it to ourselves to try.

The future holds great promise for the audiovisual field and for the NFB, as a public producer. At this point in our

collective history the type of productions for which the NFB is renowned is more important than ever. Our coun-

try today needs forces of social cohesion to encourage dialogue and debate on the major issues that face us. Th e

NFB will once again offer Canada and the world audiovisual works that not only express the social conscience of

this country but also coalesce, reflect a plurality of voices, and engage emerging new talents.

By implementing this plan, we will create art with a social conscience in an era of globalization. The NFB will be

recognized as being essential, exceptional and accessible.

C o n c l u s i o n
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