Elana and Myles
[Interviewer]
Hi there, I'm with Elana Dunkelman.

[Elana]
Elana.

[Interviewer]
Elana, I apologize.

[Elana]
Elana Banana.

[Interviewer]
See, I did screw up that part. I was worried about your last name, but everyone's fine. And Myles Dobson.

Yes. They're both actors and members of ACTRA Toronto. So, I'd like to first get Elana to introduce yourself and tell us a little bit about you and how you came to be part of ACTRA and what makes you excited about it.

[Elana]
Absolutely. So, I'm Elana Dunkelman. I've been a union member since 2003.

[Interviewer]
So, you were 10? Yeah. Okay.

[Elana]
You can keep that in there. I've been a proud union member, but I actually started getting heavily involved with the union, like participating in the union in an active way. I mean, this is a whole other conversation, but we have been locked out from our commercial agreement for the last four years.

So, the producing body that negotiates with us walked away from the table from a 70-year bargaining agreement. So, that's, again, a whole other conversation. We could do another article.

[Interviewer]
Yeah, that would be a long, deep dive article.

[Elana]
But I got really activated because a lot of my work was through commercials, and I lost a lot of my income. And the more I got involved, the more there were things that I wanted our union to do, and one of them was being more in the video game space. It is a gigantic industry in Canada, especially in Ontario, and I didn't feel like we have some things that were off-stage, specifically a bargain Ubisoft agreement and then a third-party agreement through a company called Game On.

But there was not any public-facing agreement that a developer could come and work with ACTRA and hire our union members. So, that was something that I sit on the, we call it a council, but externally I call it like a board. So, I'm a board member, I'm a vice president.

There are lots of things, different files that I'm working on, but this one is extremely close to my heart and something that I feel like we're really getting a lot of traction on. 

[Interviewer]
Wonderful.

[Myles]
I'm Myles Dobson. I've been an actor with ACTRA since, I want to say 2015, I think, or 2016. And, you know, I've been a Canadian citizen for a year now.

Thank you very much. Thank you very much. And joining ACTRA was like a no brainer for me as soon as I was eligible, very far back in the beginning.

I've always been a union supporter and so it was very much a decision that was going to put me on the right path, I found. And then as time has gone on, I've done, you know, I was on a trip with The Next Step for about four years, one of which was during lockdown, which was fun. And then, as that was going on, I was also just seeing the amount of games that were coming out of Canada and the games that were being worked on in Canada and how there were so many opportunities that ACTRA wasn't fully engaged with.

And so, you know, there was a picnic about two years ago for ACTRA members and Elana and I were lamenting not being in certain games that were out there or not having the opportunity to audition for the games that were coming out of Canada. And we were like, we need to fix this. We need to, like, try and refocus ACTRA's position when it comes to video games, because it is a multibillion dollar industry.

And so since then, I've been spending the past two years coming to XP and going to the Game Awards and going to different conventions around Ontario to really, like, highlight to developers that Canadian talent exists here, right where they live, and they don't have to go to America to SAG-AFTRA. 

[Interviewer]
And they can get a British accent from the Canadians.

[Myles]
Not even just for me, although I am available.

You know, we have such a diverse range of performers from all over Ontario that are voices that gamers want to hear, that developers want to hire, and they don't have to go on Fiverr or make an AI voice, which is inevitably scalped from multiple different performers already to be able to get a great performance for their game. And so that's where we've been this year was our second presentation. I hosted the panel, it was a really great, a really great time.

And so, this is the year that I really feel like we're actually, like, seeing the fruit of the labour that we've been putting into for the past two years. I'm really excited about it.

[Elana]
Someone who's really been learning about Fiverr and about the union. To me, we call it a video game working group, so we're not a committee, we just kind of organically grassroots came together. And this is really truly what member-led unions are about.

This is coming from the members, this is them saying, we want this and we're going to put our weight and labour and time behind it. And I think that it is just, it's so in touch with, like, our passion. And I think that's why it's actually, as Myles said, the fruits of our labour are coming to bear because we saw the gap being part of the industry and we directed the union in the way that we wanted to go.

And thankfully, we have leadership that is listening to us. I mean, I'm also in leadership, so I'm listening to me, but we did it in a way that it was like almost like a business case where it's like, here's what's happening, hello, here's what's happening in Ontario. Here's what we offer.

We need to meet the industry and we need to be available and be, as Myles was saying, we need to be where developers are. And not only sending just a business rep, which they're amazing, they talk about the union, but also sharing the wealth and knowledge from our performers and getting us in there. And that's what we've been doing.

And I think it's really starting to pick up steam.

[Interviewer]
How does what you see in other areas, like in the United States with SAG-AFTRA and what they went through, you know, how they've had multiple different strikes. They had the directors, then they had the actors, and then the voice actors dragged on for a really long time. I don't even know if it's been settled.

I think it got settled, right? So how does that impact what you're looking to try and do? Like, are you happy with what agreements they got?

Is that something you'd like to replicate? Or is there still gaps that you feel that there's kind of too much left on the table that could abuse your actors?

[Elana]
So I think that, I mean, if we have to kind of zoom out from the agreement, unfortunately, right now, as it stands, Canada is a service industry to the United States when it comes to film and television. I think video game is not exactly the game. I think we have our own developers here, and they seem to be wanting to use union talent.

I mean, this is a whole other conversation about Canadian content and us really needing to develop domestic production so that we're not relying on the States, but most of the work that our members do are productions that come up and use our tax incentives and our cheaper dollar and our local talent and our crews. We have amazing crews here. We have a great stunt community as well.

We have lots of background performers that they can use. However, as much as the work that comes up is free, they went on strike, and then all that work stopped. So by relying on the United States, we put ourselves in a position that if things aren't going well for them, we get screwed over.

So that is a whole other conversation about how to, I don't even know the answer. There's lots of different ways, and I think there is an uproar now with the elbows up movement of cultural sovereignty of what is Canadian culture and how do we have that on screen? How do we keep performers in Canada?

Anyway, I don't want to go too far off a tangent, but we don't have, because we're a smaller market, and I'll just be honest, we don't have the same bargaining power as SAG. They have 180,000 members, ACTRA across Canada, 30,000 members, and we don't actually bargain.

[Interviewer]
That was going to be one of my questions, like how linked are all the actors across Canada, and is that a mistake that they're not? Because you dilute your bargaining power when you've got 5,000 here and 10,000 here. What would need to change for you to have a unified mission, I guess?

Big thing, right?

[Elana]
Small interview, yeah.

[Myles]
If I can jump in. No, not at all. Oh, it's all wonderful.

From our perspective, from the working group, I think that the SAG of the video game actor strike was quite informative on how we arranged and worked on our low-budget indie agreement that we're very close to releasing in Ontario. So a lot of the ways that they were trying to incentivize developers to agree to their AI protection, which is the main sticking point of their strike, was a tiered low-budget agreement. And I'm not saying that we entirely ripped them off, but we were very inspired by the way that they went to where low-budget indies are, and that kind of gave us the incentive to come out to developers here and see where they were at, what their budgets were, what their expectations were, and tailor it to the community that we have up in Ontario.

And so, at the same time, there are very unique things that SAG AFTRA deals with. Pycore sp?) is a big one, for example, where their members are able to decide to go non-union, for example, where you're not able to do that here. We really want to stay in union as much as possible.

And so there was specific things that they were fighting against with their agreement that we don't have to, but then we have our own things that we want to do. But ultimately, the main thing is protecting our members from AI and making sure that our members are able to work on projects and work with the people who want to work with us. So that's one of the fruits of the labor that we've been working on, is the video game agreement that has been in development for two years, and we're so excited that we've had several developers be very excited to talk to our staff and really start rolling on using us this year.

I mean, it's emotional. 

[Elana]
It was actually, I mean, to roll back to what we were talking about, like members coming together, that was one of the recommendations to the board of putting out a public facing low budget agreement so that we could capture that work. Like, through the work of our members as Myles was saying, going out and actually talking about like what are the speed bumps to working. What are the pain points?

Some developers didn't even know we existed, so that's also a clue to go, hey, we need to be out there in the community, we need to be sponsoring awards, we need to be at these conventions, we need to be speaking to people about the union. And I don't, I don't, in a year from now, I want to say hey I'm part of ACTRA and someone's developed like a developer's eyes go oh yeah I know as opposed to what. Oh, and then I have to explain that we're FACTS, you know, you know, Northern SAG.

[Interviewer]
Yeah, we're our own thing.

[Elana]
Excited to work with us because they know that, like, there is an affordable rate sheet for developers that we're listening to them that we want to work with them we're not trying to, we're not trying to basically red tape our members out of work.

[Interviewer]
And what I find interesting is, you know, when we talk about acting and and unions, kind of laid it out, there's this big focus on television commercial theater. And then, oh games, you know, like, actually upside down upside down yeah because the games industry is $300 billion, you know like worldwide and Hollywood's 30. Yes.

So, you know, if you were to do that math looks like, where should we be worrying about getting some good performances, right.

[Myles]
I mean that was that was sorry to cut you off, but I think that was, you know, in our presentation to the board that was one of the big things was that like, there was a lot of stuff happening in the States with television production the wildfires everything was kind of like really tricky. And so we were like there's money on the table here that that like you really need to be addressing because the. We need to be diversifying for our members.

We can't just be like business as usual because things are so turbulent, not only just like in the world, specifically on the companies that are coming up from America. And so, one of the things that I love about the games industry is that, you know, triple A is a little rocky, but the indie scene and the, and the double B triple B studios are thriving. Yes, and and creating games that are global, in a way that TV and film, I mean, unless it's Heated Rivalry people don't know that it's Canadian.

Or Schitts Creek or Kims Convenience and that's about it. Right.

And that's it. 

[Elana]
And Murdoch Mysteries. 

[Myles]
Oh yes, global hit that is MurdochMysteries.


[Elana]
Okay, actually one of the most exported series

[Myles]
Okay, I don't want to I don't want to piss off the Murdoch fans. But I think the point I'm trying to make is that is that there's, there's a big discussion, always in, in, in our industry in the acting world about the star system of Canada. Oh, it's people that go to LA, and then get big and then they're known as the American actor that's Canadian rather than the Canadian actors, and for the video game world that that breaking of boundaries of territories of global boundaries.

Yeah, that's so non existent in comparison to TV and film, right, it doesn't look like it does not, it does not matter at all. If you're from Canada, versus with TV and film and I think that's a, that's a unique selling point for the games industry that that we as actors really need to respect and take on board because the other avenues are very much tied to whether America cares about the show or cares about the film right and the video games it's such a wider audience right you can really like like really build your career as an actor, in a way that you wouldn't be able to agree.

[Interviewer]
And when you talk about Canadians I think about Marty short every time I think about the perfect kind of Canadian actor made it big in the States, he will never shy away from his Canadian love. He always has his order of Canada pin on if you've ever seen an interview, always got, you know, he's a super proud Canadian and that's an interview with him.

[Elana]
Yeah. Yeah, so I can be in LA, LA where I live, but Canada is my home and I will always come home.

[Interviewer]
Yeah, so for me that's, he's the example of someone who yeah he had to go to LA that's where the career was, but he's always going to be identified as a Canadian, Canadian actor who works in the States. Absolutely. Exactly.

You have a guess the video game task file that's kind of what you're working on, which is, I guess the agreement you're talking about to do the Canadian. So you said you've worked on that for the last few years. So how close are we to seeing that ratified?

[Myles]
weeks.

[Elana]
I think it just needs to be approved by the board but we already have a developer who is clamoring to work on it and we'll probably be using it it's like to pilot it over the summer. Other things that we've been working on, which I'm super excited about is member education. So we've been organizing workshops, because there are some members who actually haven't been exposed to like what it is to perform on a video game.

Maybe have auditioned or to have auditions. And I mean, we can talk about it as well about like the process of voice acting or motion capture, but to me and you can talk about your experience, a video game recording session is extremely intense. Sometimes you're getting through like 300 lines, and in a four hour session.

So, we recently put together a video game performance workshop for voice and Lindsay Gardner who was on our panel yesterday she's that fantastic. She she was our lovely voice director. We're really trying to bring that education to members so that not only are they seeing what, what is what would be and how they could, you know, lift their skills up but also to know what to expect and when they get into the booth they're not like, Oh my God, what am I doing that they go prepared and that to me is like, almost like a business investment because I want a developer to go, Oh, I'm dealing with professionals. So we like that is also extremely important to our working group in terms of leveling up. 

And we're also trying to think of ways to do political outreach, and like how can we utilize like the levers of our members of provincial parliament, get more investment, not only in the video game industry because Ontario is investing in interactive media, but also how can we get money for training, how can we get motion after training money like there are all these things that through the union and through the connections that we have that we can utilize those, those as an institution you can utilize those levers.

[Interviewer]
Yeah, I'll just say one thing on that then I'll go you. You should really, I don't know who your political outreach arms are but Mark Carney has been really firm on a buy Canada stance. I don't know how you can leverage that in your negotiations but if you have a studio that's in Canada, and they're hiring exclusively American voice actors, you know what I mean.

[Elana]
I don’t know what kind of labor, it's probably more because he doesn't deal with labor as much.

[Interviewer]
but from a reception perspective, that could be a lever you can start to pull right that like, hey, we're really trying to invest in a by Canada here, because as you said earlier, what if you said earlier, can't keep relying in the United States, they're too chaotic, and it's, and their empire is done. Yes.

So, we have to focus internal as much as possible, and it should be our labor as well.

[Elana]
I mean, in Ottawa which is the biggest film and TV conference in Canada, and he was taking photos with the cast from, Heated Rivalry. 

Yeah, I think he's into it. I'm at the branch level. Okay, so in terms of like levels of who is who you're talking to doing why it would be more of a national approach but I think Toronto is because if you're getting government funding provincial or federal.

[Interviewer]
There should be a mandate just like the CBC has you have to have a set amount of Canadian content so if you're getting funding. Well then you better have a set amount of canadian talent.

[Myles]
This is the, I mean this is one of the main issues that we're dealing with as a union right now is it is preference of engagement in that very much the, the, the tax credit system that they use for TV and film is based on Canadians not Canadian talent, so they often will the productions will come up here and they want all of the behind the camera stuff but they want all of the moneymakers who were American that are algorithmically successful to be in front of the camera. And so, you know, one of the discussions that the actor is having right now is about how do we like not scare these producers away and have them go to London.

But at the same time, incentivize them to at least have some Canadian talent that aren't just hi I brought you this and then leave, right, you know, we, we want to be able to bolster and build the careers of our members, but not like scare them off because there is precedent for that in Georgia and New Zealand and those kind of places that have had lines in the sand and the production we've gone cool bye and then get to England. Exactly.

Yeah, exactly.

[Elana]
Balance also is, and the tying it back to what I was saying before is also figuring out how we get more domestic productions. Thank you. But I mean, I think these are like very big conversations and I absolutely like I think we all agree like, I actually think we should go a step further and tie.

If you are getting funding that it needs to be tied to unionized labor.

[Interviewer]
Yeah, I agree. I agree 100% because that's how you keep safeguards and safety rails and protect your end standards and that kind of thing. We are almost out but I would love to just hear from both of you the differences you've experienced.

You touched on this between in camera television work, and then voice game works I know in a television. You know you might have a few takes, and then, and then you move on. It's fast, you got to go fast.

But when you're doing a game. You might, like I said have a day to do 400 lines and you might do 100 grunts and you might do this one line 15 times to make it perfect so both you maybe could. Yeah, so we do Myles perspective.

[Myles]
I mean, I love it.
I love video game work more than any.

[Interviewer]
Oh yeah.

[Myles]
I mean, I've been. I haven't done any performance emotion capture yeah I haven't had my, my decency exposed. 

But I find that it's, it's the barks and grunts, the being stabbed all of that stuff is such like, it's such a childlike imagination type space that I love. And even then, like, doing ADR which is like a dubbing for lines that got flagged on TV on a TV set. That's my favorite part of a TV production, which is so odd and everyone thinks I'm weird for this I don't know why.

But I think the gaming and stuff. It's, it's such a more, you might disagree with me but I found that, at least within the booth, such a more intimate performance, because it's literally just you and the director which you don't often get with TV and film because it's you and the ensemble or your scene partnering stuff but it is literally unless unless they're doing it and you know and as an ensemble recording piece. It's just you delivering the line and then the director really like guiding you through that and it's, there's something really kind of special about that so it's still kind of has the.

When I was a kid I'd gone to TV, TV sets and have that kind of like, Oh, it's a thing. And that's kind of unfortunate that's gone a little bit now for me, but like with the video game stuff I went to, I went to Ubisoft to see their space, and just walking into the volume. So like I'd gone into church right it was so such a such a holy experience for me to go into that recording space.

So it's, I don't know, maybe I'm just a nerd. That's all it is I'm just a nerd. I think you have to be a nerd to love this stuff.

I hope so. Absolutely. That would be me.

[Elana]
I think it's a Canadian actor who has never been number one on the call sheet.

[Interviewer]
You were number one on a big big big game!

[Elana]
So I think being on set is a really special environment because there can be a feeling of we're all coming together we're all working on this, but most of the time like people are looking at their watches and that's really understandable like we're at once on schedule.

[Interviewer]
Yeah.

[Elana]
And also, like, typically, like the lead or the bigger person gets way more coverage and they can do as many takes as they want and then they come to you and then you get your one or two and then you're done. And then you watch it in the cut and you're like oh shit I wish I had like three or four more takes I was just warming up. I think voice work to me has always been my favorite I started in commercials, I have been so blessed to also work in animation.

I think video game. I think video game is, it's almost like, it's almost like anything is possible, right, because it's, it's such a magical medium where you can be like a character learning that they're a god or you could be like in a, in a, you know, a world that's been destroyed and you're. It's all in your imagination and exactly what Myles was saying it's such a child's like wonder experience where you're able to bring I'm rambling now and I feel like somewhere.

[Interviewer]
It's good. I apologize. Yeah, we wrapped up.

Thank you so much guys I really appreciate this. I'm looking forward to see the agreement come out and, and to see our video game industry in Canada benefit from these wonderful actress saying an actor.

[Elana]
Last sentence.

[Interviewer]
It's all good. It's all good. Thank you so much so great to meet you guys.
