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Vancouver schmooze fests stoke media convergence fires

We’ve all experienced the odd cognitive phenomenon of sudden awareness. You’re shopping for a car/dog, and once you pay attention, you see that car/dog everywhere. Same applies to a briefcase, watch, clothes or house.

How did we miss their dominance before? We didn’t.

The human mind filters out most detail in our world or we risk madness from information overload.

We’re vaguely aware that digital media and film industries are big economic contributors. But the footprint of these vibrant sectors isn’t clearly seen – until we focus on them, then their shape surrounds us.

Industry gatherings highlight these sectors well.

The Vancouver International Film Festival (VIFF) just concluded a stellar 25th anniversary run.  VIFF is serious business: 579 films from 50 countries were screened. The 369 films shown included 25 international, 20 North American and 11 world premières.

VIFF wins top marks from audiences, pleasing more than 150,000 movie-lovers for 15 days of intense screenings under the theme line: “Same Planet. Different Worlds.”

During VIFF, the 21st annual VIFF Trade Forum gathered leading experts for three days of film and TV industry insights, classes with top speakers and seminars. Workshops helped emerging filmmakers pitch projects, get feedback and forge relationships with producers. There was also plenty of old-fashioned schmoozing. Cross-pollination is basic to creative exchange, so film and new media industries are increasingly converging. The Internet has opened up new film and digital media distribution channels; technology allows creators to reach audiences in exciting new ways.

VIFF’s collaboration with MobileMuse.ca and Seam Mobile Technologies offered program guides via iPod, mobile phone and interactive voice. Viewers could rate films, inform friends about preferences and get reminders on the go.

Outsiders easily misunderstand the free-form nature of business in film and, especially, digital media. These are the most wired of the wired. People unselfconsciously employ a dazzling array of digital items, often during conversations or meetings.

Outsiders may see them as distracted or rude – blogging events, shooting photos, texting messages – but they’re doing business in the way of the digitally inclined.

People work differently: what is apparently mere socializing underwrites new media collaboration. It’s about up-close-and-personal collaboration, and thus, business too.

That’s why New Media BC’s annual Vancouver International Digital Festival (VIDFEST) and International Partnering Forum are industry winners. VIDFEST is Canada’s largest digital content event, bringing together “masters of the digital universe” to showcase creations and foster joint ventures, co-productions, distribution and investment.

The digital – or new media – industry includes companies whose offerings span interactive design, digital entertainment, electronic games, digital animation and film, web tools, e-learning and mobile content.

Vancouver is home to one-third of Canada’s 3,000 digital media companies, employing 15,000 people in this money-spinning sector.

Vancouver’s laid-back culture, proximity to California, great talent base, multicultural mix and oh-so helpful tax credits all attract film and digital media companies.  That’s why San Francisco-based Giant Killer Robots (GKR) just opened a Vancouver office.

GKR is an Academy- and Emmy Award-winning visual effects company specializing in computer-generated imagery (CGI) animation for TV and movies. GKR has earned industry respect for its work on such films as Fantastic Four, The Matrix: Revolution, Blade: Trinity, and Terminator 3.

Because Vancouver is the world’s largest video game development centre, and a key player in the global digital media market, it’s clear why the Canadian World Centre for Digital Media is planned here.

The centre is proposed to house the Bell Innovation Lab, co-locating industry and academia to accelerate innovation and commercialization – like the acclaimed MIT Media Lab. It will co-locate with the New Masters in Digital Media program (2007), Canada’s first.

Commenting on the centre, New Media BC president Lynda Brown said, “We’re at an interesting crossroads in Canada. In the past, we’ve built pipelines and railroads, infrastructure to help us move resource-based products to market.”

“This centre is an investment in a different kind of resource sector. Given dwindling natural resources, it’s wise to develop our creative resources to play an important, worldwide role.”

“New Media leaves a light footprint on the Earth. It’s clean, exciting, rewarding, knowledge-based and sustainable – the kind of jobs and future Canadians want.”
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