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Chapter 1-Introduction 

“Without the tax benefits, the horrible truth is, this movie would probably be made in 
Kabul, or you know, wherever it’s the cheapest place in the world for us to shoot the 
movie. Now this city - you can go anywhere in the world and you won’t get the 
dynamism, the quality, the bagels. Just the bagels alone. I mean you go to Toronto, I 
mean, they’re mushy ... At night, when you see the Chrysler Building and you see the 
Empire State and the Woolworth ... there is a goose bump, there is a thrill, there is a 
nothing like New York.”  
Mel Brooks, on choosing to film The Producers in NYC and take advantage of the “Made 
in NY” Incentive Program, August 28, 2004 (“NYC.gov – Mayor’s Office of Film, 
Theatre & Broadcasting”) 
 

This sentiment towards filming New York reflects the unique relationship the 

Mayor’s Office of Film, Theatre, and Broadcasting has with filmmakers in the city. On 

one hand, filmmakers are drawn to New York City for many reasons, including the well 

known but still exotic locations, compelling atmosphere, and the city’s ‘character’, all of 

which make up the New York City we see in movies, the cinematic or ‘mythical’ New 

York. Clearly, however, filmmakers and producers are drawn to New York City for 

logistical reasons, including close access to resources, tax incentives, and the general 

accommodation of the Mayor’s Office of Film, Theatre, and Broadcasting (MOFTB). 

While New York’s unique character may certainly be a significant draw in getting 

filmmakers to film in the city, it is ultimately the MOFTB that decides who is allowed to 

film in the city. The MOFTB issues permits to filmmakers who wish to film on location 

in the city, that is, in public space. In this way, they are a textbook example of a gate-

keeping institution; no one can film or depict New York City in New York City without 

their consent. The MOFTB is by design regulatory, and can withhold issuing permits for 

various reasons. However, the civic purpose of the MOFTB is that they not only provide 

logistical help, but in doing so they promote economic benefits for the city ranging from 
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film crews patronizing small businesses to providing opportunities for the city’s artisans 

and artists. Given the importance of the tourism industry in NYC and its connection with 

audio-visual media (as justified by ‘star-searching’ city guides, tour busses, tourist 

guides, etc.), the MOFTB finds that increased depictions of NYC will also help to 

promote tourism to the city.  

The MOFTB’s stake in tourism and general economic benefits led me to believe 

that it has an inherent interest in regulating how New York City will be depicted on film. 

The office however, faces contradictory forces that shape its decision-making process. 

The MOFTB’s ability to gatekeep appears unlimited, short of censoring the content of the 

film. However, its power is limited by the possibility of film production companies 

choosing to film in another location outside of New York City, or on a set (as opposed to 

‘on location’). Therefore, it is important for the MOFTB to accommodate these film 

companies and compete with other cities by offering incentives, discounts, and other 

benefits in order to keep film production in NYC (and potentially under the watchful eyes 

of the MOFTB). In addition, no production can start on a film until the producers meet 

with the MOFTB on proper guidelines for filming in the city. As we will see later, the 

MOFTB’s actions indicate that there is  a conscious effort made to let in some 

filmmakers but not others.  

The MOFTB’s role as a regulatory institution, in conjunction with the factors that 

limit the MOFTB’s power in regulating its own image, and their soliciting interests lead 

me to explore how their dual roles as a soliciting and gatekeeping institution shape their 

role in cultural production. To understand how this occurs, I must explore what informs 

their decision-making process in issuing permits, as well s the kinds of soliciting 
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strategies they employ in order to attract productions to the city.  By analyzing these two 

factors in relation to existing literature regarding gatekeeping institutions, soliciting 

institutions, and film commissions, I illuminate the role that film commissions play in 

cultural production, as well as their roles in the larger cultural economy of a city. 

Surprisingly, there’s very little scholarship combining film commissions, 

gatekeeping theory, and cultural production, although there are a number of sources that 

that overlap or deal with each facet separately. Most scholarship on film commissions 

focuses on how film commissions influence the way their region is represented. These 

scholars have articulated that film commissions have a role in some regulation of film 

production and distribution, whether that means protecting and maintaining a national 

identity in film from foreign influences (attracting local talent to other cities, foreign 

investment in local film production, etc.) or heavily promoting the full production of 

films in a region (Waller 1996). In addition, there is virtually no academic scholarship on 

the administrative powers of film commissions in the United States. Although a large part 

of this is due to the fact that each city is different, and thus their film commissions will be 

different, film commissions on the whole essentially operate in the same way: acting as a 

liaison between the community and film crews, and promoting the city’s social, 

economic, and cultural well-being. None of these bodies of scholarship explore 

gatekeeping as a specific mechanism in the powers that film commissions wield, but 

there are a number of articles and documents on the mechanism of gatekeeping as it 

relates to cultural production through other kinds of agencies and media. 

While previous scholarship has left gaps regarding our understanding of film 

commissions’ roles in cultural production, there is certainly enough scholarship on each 
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of these three facets to connect them with each other in a meaningful way. Through this 

triangulation of scholarship, I seek a better understanding of the way the powers of the 

Mayor’s Office of Film, Theatre and Broadcasting relate to systems of cultural 

production, and specifically, the cultural production of film. 

 Previous scholarship on film commissions focused on cities or regions that had a 

particular issue or problem unique to their respective area, whether that be foreign 

industry presence in Canada, projecting identity in Australia, or both in New Zealand. I 

take a similar approach, except that the issues influencing the decision-making are 

markedly different in NYC. So far, nothing of substance has been written about the 

MOFTB that hasn’t been written and published by the MOFTB itself. Understanding, 

from an independent perspective, the unique situation in New York City will shed more 

light onto various factors that inform and influence gatekeepers, producers of culture, and 

institutions in their decision-making policies. 

When I use the term 'film', I'm not only referring to its production as a physical, 

celluloid artifact. It is not just the celluloid in the can--it is an amalgamation of complex 

sets of meanings that are determined by producers, consumers, and context. As such, the 

production of a cultural artifact such as film is contingent upon a number of factors in the 

physical production process. Above the line laborers like actors, editors, 

cinematographers, producers, composers, etc. directly affect the content of the film, but 

so do below the line workers like set designers, electricians, and grips. Their involvement 

is not usually mentioned when talking about the construction of content in a film, but 

they're involvement in the production of a film is still meaningful because they allow for 

the creative process of filmmaking. That said, the production process is tinged with 
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cultural components.  In New York's case, the cultural bent of the raw production process 

is manifested in the MOFTB's use of New York City's culturally symbolic legacy as a 

cinematic city and a city steeped in media production. Symbolic elements of New York 

City become a part of the film and affect its cultural significance. For instance, a film's 

use of the Empire State Building invokes meaning independent or outside of the 

narrative. A film productions use of already existing culture (in this case, a symbol of 

New York City itself) is used in the film which adds to the significance of the Empire 

State Building as a symbolic fixture of New York City's skyline. Thus, the cultural 

production of film is determined by both the raw production process and the (sometimes 

overlapping) cultural components of the city itself. Any reference to the cultural 

production of film is equivalent to the production of culture with film as the material 

culture. 

 

Methodology 

In order to understand “how the MOFTB’s dual roles as a soliciting and 

gatekeeping institution determines their role in modes of cultural production” I use two 

interrelated research methods: historical research and interviews. First, I analyze the 

MOFTB’s existing powers and functions based on the information provided by MOFTB 

and existing literature on gate-keeping, civic cultural regulatory practices and cultural 

production. Second, I conducted semi-structured interviews with members of the 

MOFTB. 

 An analysis of the historical context of the MOFTB and their current soliciting 

power will shed light on why they solicit in the first place. I acquired this information 
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through the MOFTB website, as well as several books they have published. In addition, I 

obtained information on the role film commissions traditionally play in cultural 

production and an overview of gatekeeping as it relates to cultural production. I acquired 

this information from academic articles, books, and in the case for MOFTB specific 

information, from their website.  

The historical research covers statistics on film production impacts on job 

creation, economic benefits, filmmaker effects of cultural production, etc., in addition to 

theoretical perspectives on soliciting, gatekeeping, and the production of culture. Having 

a variety of bibliographic historical research provides an excellent basis for answering my 

thesis question as it gives me a clearer understanding of how the theoretical 

underpinnings of my thesis are connected to the data obtained by the MOFTB. 

 The semi-structured interviews are used to fill in the gaps left by the historical 

research. Because gatekeeping has an element of subjective evaluation, the criteria used 

to provide permits changes can be elucidated by open-ended semi-structured interviews. 

Open-ended semi-structured interviews are the best way to capture this fluidity and 

subjectivity in the decision-making process. This approach allowed me to probe and 

provide follow-up questions to new information those interviewees presented, allowing 

for a deeper understanding of the topic. The questions I asked the employees from the 

MOFTB focus on the permit acquiring process and the organization of the organization. 

A list of the questions asked in the semi-structured interviews and responses is included 

in appendices at the end of the thesis. 
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Chapter 2-Literature Review 

 

As stated before, there's been substantial scholarship on both film commissions 

and cultural production, but none that adequately address both. My thesis thus draws on 

scholarship that focuses on film commissions as institutions and the larger cultural 

economic context in which they are situated. As such, I’ve separated my literature review 

into two halves, with the first half focusing on film institutions and second half focusing 

on cultural production and context. In both halves I hope to demonstrate both how each 

piece of scholarship will provide further insight into my own thesis on the extent to 

which the Mayor’s Office of Film, Theatre, and Broadcasting is part of the cultural 

production of film, as well as how my thesis will provide further insight and/or context 

into the same pieces of scholarship. 

 

The MOFTB 

 The most pertinent scholarship on the Mayor’s Office of Film, Theatre, and 

Broadcasting actually comes from the institution itself. The book, Scenes From The City: 

Filmmaking In New York was produced by the Mayor's Office of Film, Theatre, and 

Broadcasting and edited by James Sanders, a film scholar who focuses much of his work 

on New York City. The book is a collection of essays, photographs, and histories of 

filmmaking in New York. A large section of the book focuses on the history and practices 

of the MOFTB itself, which has proved invaluable in understanding the historical context 

of the MOFTB. This historical context allowed me to further understand how the current 

incarnation of the Mayor's Office of Film, Theatre, and Broadcasting came about. It 
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functions as a history of filmmaking in New York City through the lens of the MOFTB. 

 Although the context and information is important and reveals a considerable 

amount about the MOFTB as an organization, the existence of the book itself is a 

testament to the unique relationship between New York City and film. The fact that the 

book is mass produced of the organization as well as the perceived justification that 

people will want to read it above other kinds of literature on New York City and film, 

especially with contributions from current Mayor Michael R. Bloomberg, scholar James 

Sanders, and filmmakers Martin Scorsese and Nora Ephron, all of whom add 

considerable weight towards the credibility of the book itself. In addition, the book is 

decidedly non-academic in nature, so my contributions to it will be limited by what could 

be added to it from a particular approach (in this case, sociology). But with regards to 

scholarship on the MOFTB in general, my thesis will add a considerable amount to what 

is provided in Scenes From The City: Filmmaking In New York. 

 Independent scholarship on the MOFTB specifically was difficult to find. The 

various items I found ranged from analyses on other film organizations, applications of 

film theory towards urban re-development, overviews of New York City’s visual media 

industry in the 21st century, and analyses on the efficacy of the MOFTB itself. None of 

these pieces of scholarship gave me any significant qualitative insight into the current 

incarnation of the MOFTB, but each provided me with some additional set of 

information, whether it was historical context, statistical data, or simply research 

justification. 

 A great example of the latter was found in “Imaginary Apparatus: Film 

Production and Urban Planning in New York City, 1966-1975" by McLain Clutter. In it, 
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he argues that Mayor John Lindsay's urban reform policies were informed to some extent 

by a film theory that was simultaneously gaining popularity in academic circles. 

'apparatus theory' was developed by film theorists from the famed French film journal 

Cahiers du Cinema who were interested in cinema as an institution and its psychological 

effect on the viewer. They believed that those repeatedly viewing movies were being 

conditioned to "...negotiate their subjectivities in relation to the images on the movie 

screen" (Clutter 2009:21). Clutter argues that the City Planning Commission under 

Mayor Lindsay conceived of the city cinematically so as to frame the city in accordance 

with urban subjects who are more accustomed to experiencing the city cinematically 

rather than materially. In other words, the City Planning Commission infused the 

aesthetics and milieu of the cinematic New York City with the physical development of 

New York City. Clutter acknowledges how complex and discursive the relationship 

between the policies of the City Planning Commission and his efforts to entice film 

productions to New York City and that apparatus theory is but one of many conceptual 

and tangible bits of evidence that connects the two (Clutter 2009).  

 Clutter's article showcases the complex but undeniably conscious relationship 

between the material city and cinematic city. The conscious manipulation of the physical 

environment for urban planning not only acknowledges the power and significance of the 

cinematic image and its influence on urban life, but also demonstrates it. This shows that 

municipal institutions are not only aware of the power of cinema, but actively utilize its 

influence to enable growth and progression. Although this doesn't explain whether the 

current MOFTB can or actually is able to use the cinematic conception of New York City 

to influence production in any meaningful ways, it does acknowledge that it may 
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theoretically be able to do so. While my thesis can’t expound on this article specifically, I 

can help to expand upon the MOFTB’s acknowledgement of the cinematic city in their 

institutional policies. 

 'Imagineering the Inner City? Landscape of Pleasure and the Commodification of 

Cultural Spectacle in the Post Modern City' (From Popular Culture: Production and 

Consumption) by Scott Salmon echoes Clutter’s article (2000). He argues that the visual 

representation of cities is not a reflection, but carefully constructed projections of the 

physical, real city. He argues that these visual representations influence the physical 

redesign of the city. Although the MOFTB doesn't explicitly participate in the redesign of 

the city, this argues that local governments are intrinsically tied to the larger culture 

economy, and therefore care about the image they want to present. Of course, this is but a 

small stake for the MOFTB. This shows that there's reason for the MOFTB to be 

concerned with how it will gatekeep space as a way to gatekeep images, but this isn't 

necessarily the primary or only concern. Attracting top talent, productions, etc. brings in 

capital which undoubtedly aids the redesigning, but the extent to how much without 

considering its other civic and private uses is much more difficult to determine. 

Ultimately, this just illustrates that the MOFTB would care about how the visual media 

presents images of New York even if there were no other factors involved. 

 Kevin Sheldon’s brief article, "Independent Possibilities: The Independent Film 

Training Grant Initiative and the Borders of Cultural Influence", explores the relationship 

between non-profit organizations and government institutions when it comes to 

encouraging independent media production. Sheldon looks at the partnership between the 

Independent Feature Project, a non-profit organization providing the institutional 
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framework for distributing Federal workforce grants under the "Independent Film 

Training Grant Initiative" and the Mayor's Office of Film, Theatre, and Broadcasting, 

who announced the program for independent New York filmmakers on September 21, 

2005. Sheldon argues that the relationship between the IFP and the MOFTB, while being 

mostly beneficial for both parties, argues that the blurring distinction between non-profit 

and government organizations will support the profit world positively and negatively 

(Sheldon 2006:72). 

 With regards to the effects of the MOFTB, Sheldon argues that their alliance with 

the IFP, a non-profit organization that supports independent filmmaking, gives them a 

degree of credibility and cultural capital. While it would seem that the partnership 

between the IFP and the MOFTB would be beneficial for both parties, Sheldon argues 

that viewing the partnership between the MOFTB and the IFP from an institutional 

isomorphism angle would actually put the MOFTB at a greater risk of becoming more 

like the IFP. In the article "Institutional Isomorphism and Public Sector Organization", 

Peter Frumkin and Joseph Galaskiewicz argue that "Governmental organizations are in 

fact more vulnerable to...institutional forces than other organizations" (Sheldon 2006). As 

such, the MOFTB risks becoming more like the IFB because it must follow the 

procedures and practices set forth by the IFP, which would compromise their ability to 

promote and regulate films and cause a potentially damaging image problem. While this 

would give the MOFTB considerably more control in influencing the production of films, 

it would compromise the integrity of the MOFTB as a liaison between film productions 

and the city government. This shows that the MOFTB has a precarious role in the 

production of culture, where their standards and practices can be altered as such that they 
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could develop a more explicit role in the cultural production of film (in this case, through 

funding film productions).  

 

Film Commissions 

 Scholarship on film commissions in general is about as scant as the scholarship on 

the MOFTB specifically, which is peculiar because there should be more scholarship on 

film commissions in general than the MOFTB simply because the MOFTB is one film 

commission and the qualifiers are expanded to include all film commissions. 

Nonetheless, the scholarship on film commissions is extremely important for 

understanding the standards and practices of other film commissions (as different cities 

call for shifts in strategy), as well as the standards and practices of film commissions as a 

whole: what they do, how they do it, why they do it, etc.  

 All film commissions are the same at their core. Film commissions act as liaisons 

between citizens and members of the film industry. The strategies and other intentions of 

film commissions beyond that are location specific. The concerns of the MOFTB are 

different from Chicago, Miami, the Philippines, Mexico, Japan, Israel, etc. Such is the 

case with the New Zealand Film Commission. "The New Zealand Film Commission: 

Promoting An industry, Forging A National Identity" by Gregory Walker essentially 

argues that New Zealand established the New Zealand Film Commission in order to 

curtail foreign competition in order to develop and maintain a national identity that 

distinguished itself through the production and the artistry of film by promoting 

filmmaking and preservation in New Zealand while regulating the importation of cultural 

goods and productions from foreign markets worldwide. Although the resolutions passed 
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allowing the formation of the New Zealand Film Commission did not explicitly state 

'national identity' as a goal in the formation of the NZFC, they did echo the necessity for 

the existing political structures to support the New Zealand film industry in its entirety 

because "...filmmaking was assumed to be a creative, professional endeavor, an art worth 

fostering, as demonstrated by the European auteurs whose works graced the society 

circuit (Waller 1996:245)." The justification for the establishment of the New Zealand 

Film Commission was not just economical (although, interestingly, they did not elaborate 

on this). The resolutions also acknowledged the social importance of film as a medium 

for fostering social development and change and thus were important to regulate. 

 Although the MOFTB and the NZFC were both established at different time 

periods, with different motives, and in different contexts, this article is important in 

establishing that not only are film commissions concerned with their place's image, but 

have the regulatory and political power to encourage and foster growth within the region 

as well as decide which foreign productions can and cannot be filmed there. The 

disparate motivations and practices between the MOFTB and the NZFC, as well as the 

fact that the MOFTB was the first film commission ever established, highlights the 

importance of historical and geographical context over infra-structural precedence when 

it comes to a film commission's practices. More so, this article suggests that municipal 

institutions involved in some form of regulation and promotion of cultural production can 

do so to reflect regional interests, whether that be financial, cultural, social, or otherwise.  

 The differences between the NZFC and the MOFTB are clear, but as stated 

before, they are still fundamentally the same in what they do. Because of this, one can 

map out the differences and similarities between the various film commissions and get to 
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their functions at the core. “Star Wars: Film Permitting, Prior Restraint & Government's 

Role in the Entertainment Industry” by Jon Garon focuses on the logistical aspects of 

regulating locations through the permit process within the larger context of governmental 

roles in the film industry. The article gives a decent amount of contextual information for 

the history of film production in New York City, particularly during the late 1980s and 

early 1990s, and the burgeoning successes of other outsourced film production centers. 

 However, the bulk of the relevant information for my thesis comes from the 

overview of the film permitting process. Garon goes over the various governmental 

concerns with the permit process, including economic expansion, the addressing the 

concerns of the filmed neighborhood, safety, etc. While the approach is certainly 

comprehensive, this article is from a law journal, and as such mostly concerns itself with 

legal not necessarily social approaches. The logistics are covered in depth, but there's no 

discussion on the social effects this has on New York's image with regards to cultural 

production, which I hope to cover. 

 Garon’s article is an important piece of scholarship in understanding the logistics 

of film commissions and sets up an important phenomenon that has dictated the policies 

of virtually all film commissions in the United States: runaway film production. Runaway 

film productions are film productions that are funded by U.S. based studios but filmed 

outside of the United States. The United States Department of Commerce released a 

report on the effects of runaway film production in the United States in 2001. The report 

gave an overview of runaway film productions and the film industry in the United States: 

a measurable economic impact that U.S. film industry had on the U.S. economy, the 

economic losses due to runaway productions, a rundown of the reasons why there is 
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runaway film production, an overview of the incentive programs for foreign film 

commissions, and finally some suggestions on how to retain film production in the 

United States. The report admitted that a number of factors lead to the increase of 

runaway film productions beginning in the late 20th century, including globalization in 

general, rising production costs in the United Sates, advances in technology, as well as an 

increase in incentives and training services in foreign countries (Mineta 2001:ii). 

 The report noted that after many years of growth in the late 1990s, film 

production in New York City slightly declined, particularly between 1998-1999. Feature 

films in particular were seen as taking a substantial hit with a five percent loss in total 

expenditures between 1998 and 1999 (Mineta 2001:35). The declines have been 

attributed to Canada's aggressive incentives campaign, which affects production costs 

(particularly with below the line labor). The report recommended that the MOFTB and 

Governor's Office further develop their incentives and practices in order to instill and 

maintain film production growth. The report brings an abundance of contextual 

information on the powers and practices of the MOFTB as a film commission. As the 

runaway film production phenomenon is a transnational phenomenon, its significance in 

determining the institutional practices of the MOFTB is immense. This contextual 

information, along with tertiary data on government incentives from Canada, was 

extremely helpful in bolstering my analysis of the MOFTB.  

 The insights into the impact that runaway film productions has on film 

commissions is immense and dictates the policies of the MOFTB immensely, so much so 

that the scholarship on the cultural production of film, and by extension, cultural 

economies, is also framed by runaway film production. 
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Cultural Production/Cultural Economy 

 As stated before, the impact of runaway film production is immense, often 

dictating the policies of film institutions themselves. As such, the scholarship on the 

cultural production of film and the cultural economy of cities reflects this. The need for 

cities to market themselves as distinct places in the global economy is growing more and 

more as the media industries are fragmenting and going to new locations. 

 One key concept in the production of culture approach to cultural industries that 

must be elucidated on is gatekeeping, and specifically, its role in regulating image. In 

“But Is It Art?: Decision Making and Discursive Resources in the Field of Cultural 

Production,” Michael Mauws’s ascertains that cultural media industries in and of 

themselves are gatekeeping mechanisms (2000:230). In order for ideas to become cultural 

products, they must pass through a series of related individuals and institutions who’s job 

it is to filter out the vast number of candidates based on a set of criteria determined by 

those institution’s functions (2000:232). There are a vast number of gatekeepers 

throughout the process from which cultural products are produced and then finally 

consumed (Mauws 2000). Gatekeepers may gatekeep for a variety of reasons, ranging 

from complex, institutional factors to more arbitrary reasons, such as ‘I don’t like it’ 

(Mauws 2000). 

 Mauws provides an excellent if brief overview regarding the general function and 

prevalence of gatekeeping in cultural industries. Gatekeepers are everywhere throughout 

the filmmaking process, including directors, writers, studio executives, etc. The 

importance of gatekeeping institutions for Mauws is that they’re ubiquitous in their 
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presence throughout the production process and thus the various ways in which content is 

filtered throughout that process. This means that the very fact that the MOFTB gatekeeps 

means that the they’re going to have a stake in the cultural production process because it 

is but one of many institutions and people that determine which cultural products will go 

through. At the same time, it is important to note that the MOFTB regulate space and not 

necessarily image. However, as we will see later, this simple regulation of space can 

actually affect the construction of the content of the film and therefore an aspect of the 

cultural production of the film.  

 In "The Importance of Place and Production in the Cultural Economy: A Prelude 

To Cultural Industries and the Production of Culture" by Dominic Powers and Allen J. 

Scott, the significance of a geographic location is analyzed by examining the different 

ways in which the geographical layout of a place influence the cultural production in that 

place. They illustrate the importance of place by pointing out the associations between 

particular locations and cultural products. They argue that these associations can be 

branded for further promotion, such as fashion in Paris, reggae in Jamaica, etc. Places can 

also be metonyms for entire industries, such as Hollywood, California for the US film 

industry, Nashville, Tennessee for the country music industry, and Detroit, Michigan for 

the automobile industry. This could be expanded even further to include production 

processes, such as the branding of 'German engineering' and 'Italian design' (Power and 

Scott 2004:7)). Given this, geographic locations are particularly important because they 

help influence artisans and laborers. The MOFTB know this and uses New York City’s 

reputation as a global media hub as well as its mythical landscape to draw artisans and 

laborers to New York City. In doing so, they develop and promote a collective 
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comparative advantage against other locations building collaborative inter-firm relations 

in order to mobilize latent synergies in the area, by organizing efficient and high-skilled 

local labor markets and through potentiality of local industrial creativity and innovation. 

If successful, these strategies give NYC a competitive edge against other locations and in 

turn bring in complementary business with job training centers, etc.). All of these 

conditions are beneficial for locations with complementary industries in mutual 

proximity, but the current trend with globalization dictates that cultural products are 

being consumed by an increasing number of people around the world, especially for 

transnational media conglomerates (especially the Hollywood film industry) focused on 

the creation of blockbuster media products. This increasing global trend means that 

culture industries across the board must decentralize to some extent in order to adapt to 

foreign markets, slim production costs, increase global visibility, and to ease the central 

infrastructure of labor concerns. Evidence of this can be found in places like Vancouver 

and Toronto where production facilities have developed almost solely for the Hollywood 

film industry. These locations are a threat to New York City because they may sway 

business away. However, this also means that New York City, despite having a local 

cultural economy heavily steeped in production, also acts a runaway, decentralized 

production site for the larger Hollywood film industry. As such, NYC has the benefit of 

actually being both a decentralized production center, competing from resources at the 

top of the food chain, while also being a large producer itself.  

 This suggests that cities have a quite deal of control when it comes to the cultural 

production of film, but other scholarship suggest otherwise. "Beyond Production 

Clusters: Towards a Critical Political Economy of Networks in the Film and Television 
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Industries" by Neil Coe and Jennifer Johns expand on this topic of a system of production 

networks by criticizing the recent trend of cultural production studies putting too much 

emphasis on production clusters and the decentralization of the film and television 

industries. Coe and Johns argue that even though major studios have less power in 

production than they've had in the past due to the decentralization of production, they still 

hold financing and distribution powers that ultimately have the final say in the overall 

production of films. They break up the film production process into six steps: finance, 

pre-production, production, post-production, distribution, and exhibition (Coe and Johns 

2004:192-193). The major Hollywood film studios have the most control in the early and 

later phases of production while relegating production work to runaway, decentralized 

production clusters. However, these production clusters are typically chosen to cut costs. 

For instance, the Canadian government offers an extensive variety of cost saving 

measures for US film companies that can reach up to 26% of a production's total budget 

(2004:197). The ability to allow for costs and expenditures outside of the local production 

center gives mutually beneficial for extra-territorialities in the production network to get 

business and the production centers to get cheaper production costs. Again, New York 

City's case is peculiar as it is both a runaway production center while also being a 

primary production center for smaller productions.  

 New York City remains relevant and large in the media world despite 

diversification and runaway productions because of this hybridization. The real power in 

the production system lies in who has financial and distribution power. This means that 

there's an important relationship between the networks of production firms and the key 

stages of finance and distribution. Ultimately though, this creates a mutually beneficial 
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(perhaps unequally) and complex relationship between New York City as a center of 

production and New York City as a runaway production center for Hollywood. The city 

is also a runaway production center for film producers both internationally and abroad. In 

other words, NYC media conglomerates have the means to finance and distribute films 

while at the same gets various phases of production from other territories, thereby 

diversifying the streams of capital entering and leaving the city. This gives the MOFTB 

the added pressure of both attracting and maintaining top talent and labor from around the 

country to maintain its status a global media hub while trying to attract production from 

within the industry. 

 Scholarship independent of visual media industries also suggests the trend of 

marketing themselves in the global competitive landscape. In "Branding the City through 

Culture and Entertainment," Mihalis argues that increased competition for resources and 

globalization have led to a phenomenon in which cities market themselves to other 

locations by branding themselves through their cultural heritages, places of interest, 

cultural products, etc. Mihalis acknowledges several different kinds of place branding. 

The one most important to my thesis is 'culture/entertainment branding', which lends 

itself to the growing importance of culture and leisure as attractive qualities for 

commercial purposes. The approaches on city branding with regards to product and place 

are highly relevant to the ways in which the MOFTB uses the Made in NYC logo, 

propagates the mythical, cinematic New York City, and manages its cultural incentives as 

a whole. Although it is short and is only relevant to one aspect of my thesis, it is 

nonetheless important for understanding how the MOFTB connects itself to New York 

City’s cultural identity. 
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 All of this scholarship on cultural production within film industries overlaps with 

the idea of cities having a ‘cultural economy’, an idea expounded upon by Allen Scott. 

Allen Scott's book, On Hollywood: The Place, The Industry is an analytical overview of 

Hollywood's role in shaping the film industry, and the cultural and economic 

ramifications of its expansion. My thesis is obviously not focused on Hollywood, but the 

theoretical underpinnings of Scott's book (and by extension his work in general) gives my 

thesis grounding in my analysis of the Mayor's Office of Film, Theatre, and 

Broadcasting. Scott looks at the Hollywood industry "...as an organized ecology of 

specialized but complementary production and labor tasks (Scott 2005:xi). Likewise, I 

look at New York City's media production in a similar manner when I focus the extent to 

which the Mayor's Office of Film, Theatre, and Broadcasting has in New York's socio-

economic geography. Because Scott's book doesn't focus on film commissions or on New 

York City, my thesis will complement his work in the larger cultural economy spectrum. 
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Chapter 3-Runaway Production 

Hollywood Rising 

 The birth of the modern film industry was established in a nefarious fashion. In 

1908, several large firms under the direction of the Edison Manufacturing Company, the 

American Mutoscope, and Biograph Company formed coalition known as the Motion 

Picture Patents Company, or 'The Trust' (Scott 2005:17). 'The Trust' essentially had a 

monopoly over patents, access to equipment for shooting, projecting, and soon the 

distribution of films. 'The Trust' were based in New York City and shot many of their 

first films there on sound stages and on location. However, the Northeast winters made 

filming in the city particularly difficult, so the Trust and many independent companies 

looked elsewhere to film. A number of locations were chosen and considered (with some 

production even occurring, particularly in Jacksonville, Florida), but Southern California 

was chosen de-facto by the industry with the construction of the first permanent studio in 

1909. A stream of permanent studios followed this from other major film companies 

throughout the next several years (Scott 2005:18). Ironically, Los Angeles was only 

considered a satellite production as many of the major film studios were still based in 

New York City. Los Angeles as a significant socioeconomic geographic entity did not 

arise from any single event, but rather evolved over a number of years after the 

establishment of the first permanent studios in Los Angeles due to scrupulous 

independent producers who created alternative strategic models that focused content, 

style, and business innovations to set it apart from the Trust and other major companies in 

New York City (Scott 2005:24). These developments, coupled with post-World War I 

additions of major film studios made "Hollywood" a metonym for the modern American 
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film industry (Scott 2005:25). The reputation and cost-competitiveness in Hollywood 

attracted tertiary industries to the area, cementing Hollywood's monopoly on all stages of 

production for almost a century. 

 There are six distinct stages of production as outlined by Coe and Johns: finance, 

pre-production, production, post-production, distribution, and exhibition (Coe and Johns 

2004:193). Under the old studio system in Hollywood, all stages of production were 

contained in the same geographic area. Studios could oversee both above and below-the-

line workers in the same geographic area. However, a phenomenon developed in the late 

1980s and the early 1990s, which fragmented the geographic monopoly over all stages of 

film production: runaway film production. Generally speaking, runaway film production 

is the outsourcing of film production from the United States to other foreign countries, 

most commonly Canada. 

 

Runaway Film Production 

The early 1990s saw the first instances of runaway film production and the 

frequency has since skyrocketed, and the effects of which can be felt across the industry. 

The rate of U.S. based film and television production in foreign countries rose 13% from 

1990 to 1998, which correlated with a net loss of nearly $8 billion (Mineta 2001:1). Film 

productions can choose to film outside of the United States for chiefly two reasons: 

creative and economic. Creative runaways are film productions that choose to film in 

foreign locations for a certain quality that is necessary for the creative aspect of the film. 

Economic runaways are film productions in which the chief reason for filming in that 

particular area is to cut production costs through favorable exchange rates, lower 
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production costs, and government incentives (Mineta 2001:29). The reasons for choosing 

to film outside of the United States may be complex and involve a combination of more 

than both creative and economic needs, but what stands is that the decision to film 

outside of the United States is ultimately determined by the creative process and the 

economic climate of the production. A study conducted by the Monitor Group found that 

over an 8 year period from 1990 to 1998, film productions choosing to film outside of the 

United States for creative concerns steadily rose, while productions that opted to film 

outside the United States for economic reasons spiked dramatically, from 100 films in 

1990 to 285 films in 1998, resulting in a 185% increase. The U.S. film industry saw a 

loss of nearly $8 billion dollars within that eight-year period (Mineta 2001:29). 

Additional studies suggest that runaway productions also directly impact employment 

opportunities for 'below-the-line' workers in the film industry. Studies conducted by the 

Film and Television Action Committee and the Chicago Film Office found that job loss 

could be equated and estimated in addition to profit loss (Mineta 2001:31). 

 There are multiple reasons for the phenomena of runaway film productions, but 

nearly all of them can be attributed to cost saving measures, either by the producers or the 

locations being used for production. The first and perhaps most broad reason is a 

favorable exchange rate. Historically, the exchange rate of the U.S. vs. the Canadian 

dollar has almost always favored the U.S. dollar. Film producers cited significantly 

increased purchasing power of the U.S. dollar in Canada and in other foreign English 

speaking countries such as England, Ireland, and Australia. With a significantly increased 

purchasing power for the overall budget, U.S. film producers can cut costs during all 

stages of production (Mineta 2001:59-60; Droesch 2002:6-7). Although there isn't 
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industry wide data available yet on the weakened U.S. dollar's effects on runaway film 

production, I'd tentatively argue that runaway production would be scaled back along 

with all film production, and those incentives from U.S. cities and cities abroad would 

sweeten their incentives a little bit, helping only the major film studios backing these 

large-scale productions. 

 Film commissions both foreign and domestic offer a variety of incentives, but the 

most significant incentives to film producers are economic ones in the form of 

government rebates and subsidies. Many English speaking foreign language countries 

offer substantial subsidies on the national and regional levels; increasing the benefits 

substantially and ensuring that U.S. based productions stay in Canada. U.S. cities have 

responded in kind, offering substantial subsidies and incentives on the state and local 

level. 

 While exchange rates and foreign incentives are significant 'pulls' in facilitating 

runaway film production, negative domestic forces have also pushed film producers away 

and contributed to the rise of runaway film production. The rising costs of production and 

distribution the United States beginning in the early 1990s and the decline in operating 

margins of profit for major studios including Disney, Viacom, News Corporation, and 

Time Warner have led to a restructuring of their business practices in order to manage 

their balance sheets. This resulted in a number of different policy changes, including 

layoffs, joint productions, riskier business taking practices, and general cost cutting 

measures in all stages of production that resulted in fewer films being produced overall 

and more films being produced abroad (Mineta 2001:63). Contributing to this problem 

that has outlasted these early late 20th century problems has been the demarcation of 
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American and Canadian unions and wage rates for both below and above-the-line 

workers. A combination of broader skill sets for Canadian workers for below-the-line 

workers and historically rigid Hollywood union practices have made Canadian labor 

much more attractive to Hollywood producers (Droesch 2002:10-11). Although Canadian 

workers have a bit more flexibility with their wage levels in part due to more Canadian 

workers belonging to unions, absolute wage rates for Canadian workers are lower than 

they are for their American counterparts (Mineta 2001:64). Wages for major above-the-

line workers such as actors, directors, etc. are generally fixed and can account for a 

significant portion of the film's budget, resulting in cost cutting measure for the budget 

across the board (Mineta 2001:64). All of these factors have led film producers to look 

abroad for cost-advantageous locations that are made even more appealing with a 

(typically, but not currently) favorable exchange rate and a breadth of incentives. 

 At the same time, there are factors that facilitate runaway production that do not 

push or pull film producers or film commissions. Film technology has progressed 

dramatically over the past two decades. These technologies have dramatically altered the 

film production in all of its stages, but particularly in the post-production stage. The 

broadest and therefore most influential of these innovations is the digitization of existing 

technology. It was necessary for film production workers to be located in the same 

geographic area due to the physical limitations of technology coupled with the heavy 

collaborative process of filmmaking (Mineta 2001:67). Now, music can be recorded in 

Nashville, engineered in New York City, and evaluated in Hollywood. Film can be shot 

in Brazil and edited in Hollywood. Information can be sent cheaply all around the world 

almost instantaneously, thus eliminating the necessity of having all workers in all stages 
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of production in the same geographic area. This has dramatic cost-saving measures, as 

now the costs incurred from the logistics of on-location shooting are dramatically reduced 

(Mineta 2001:65). At the same time, this decentralizes and fragments the American film 

industry in such a way that forces geographic areas to adapt offer services that keep 

studios and productions grounded in a geographic region. 

 In addition, the advancements of technology on the creative level and the post-

production stages of filmmaking have heightened the importance post-production 

facilities for geographic regions. Some of the most lucrative American films that have 

come out over the last twenty years have relied extensively on post-production 

technologies such as CGI (computer generated images), and green screen. The lucrative 

potential of films heavily involved in post-production has facilitated the construction of 

post-production centers worldwide in many runaway production areas that did no 

previously have them. Historically, post-production facilities were geographically static 

and part of the larger production center because of their complex construction and highly 

technical equipment (Mineta 2001:66). It was economically and logistically desirable to 

have these technologies and personnel proximally close to the studio productions. The 

proximity between the studio productions and the post-production facilities created a 

"mutual dependence" in which the post-production facilities would attract film 

productions to the area, and the film productions in the area providing a steady stream of 

customers to continue production (Mineta 2001:66). Now, as runaway film production 

increasingly become the norm, post-production centers are cropping up in those regions 

most competitive among the runaway production landscape, hoping to fulfill the same 

functions as their predecessors. 



 28 

 The causes of runaway film production are varied and complex. Films are 

produced in locations for a multitude of reasons that are contextual and subject to a 

variety of internal and external forces that account for their decision-making. That said, 

it's clear that the driving force behind runaway film production are the economic benefits 

(Mineta 2001:82). 

 

Runaway Production and the Cultural Economy of Cities 

 As runaway production began to take hold of the film industry, the production 

system fragmented, and now various stages of production can be done in different 

geographic areas. However, this fragmentation doesn't always necessarily mean 

significant changes to the cultural production of the film. Coe and Johns' analysis of 

Hollywood based runaway film production in Vancouver found that Vancouver's film 

industry is heavily dependent upon the decisions of the major film studios and media 

conglomerates in the U.S. because they have financial and creative control over the film 

(2004:198). The film studios will subcontract production facilities and local labor to 

produce the film in various stages or entirely, or will send one of their own to oversee 

production. Overall, the U.S. based film studios provide an estimated 80% of the 

financial capital in the Vancouver film industry. Even though a segment of pre-

production and all of production is conducted in Vancouver (with the remaining stages 

being controlled in Hollywood), Vancouver still has limited control over the cultural 

production of film, in the production stages they're contracted to oversee (Coe and Johns 

2004:198). In a situation where an entire industry is built upon the capital from a foreign 

country, it seems at least likely that the cultural production of film in Vancouver is likely 
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to be influenced by American capital more than Vancouver's directive over certain stages 

of production influencing the cultural production of film in America. Even so, 

Hollywood's involvement in the Vancouver film industry has provided tangible benefits 

for the industry, especially for below-the-line workers (Coe and Johns 2004:198). The 

constant capital flow into Vancouver has allowed it to make a considerable effort to 

offset American control over production with the rise of locally controlled labor firms, 

constructing post-production facilities, and acquiring creative and financial rights from 

the major Hollywood studios. Although these developments have certainly made 

Vancouver a significant player in the global film industry, they are ultimately still at the 

mercy of American runaway production (Coe and Johns 2004:199). 

 The relationship between Vancouver and Hollywood and runaway productions by 

extension does more than help distinguish the production of film and the cultural 

production of film in runaway film production: it showcases the importance of a city's 

cultural economy in being able to attract and maintain business via cultural industry 

networks. While Vancouver is an ideal runaway production site for Hollywood due to 

their proximity and sharing a similar culture and language, the government incentives and 

plethora of services (above and below-the-line production, tertiary services like catering, 

legal, etc.) are the biggest factors in determining its success as a runaway production site 

(Coe and Johns 2004:197). Vancouver's success has led to the development of production 

facilities that give it an edge over other similar cities within the image producing 

industry. This kind of development subsequently attracts and fosters labor (both above 

and below-the-line) and tertiary services (including food, transportation, mail, 

construction, janitorial, etc.  (Powers and Scott 2004:7, Mineta 2001:22). This 
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multiplying effect also contributes significantly to a city's cultural economy. Runaway 

film productions themselves don't necessarily contribute significantly to a city's cultural 

economy, but the aggregate of effects of runaway film production can significantly 

impact the cultural economy of a city. Of course, there’s more to a city’s cultural 

economy than the visual media industry. There are many factors that contribute, 

including other forms of material culture, history, etc. Borrowing Allen Scott’s 

definitions, a cultural economy is a convergence of multiple cultural product industries. 

Specifically, industries that “…produce goods and services who’s subjective meaning, or, 

more narrowly, sign-value to the consumer, is high in comparison with their utilitarian 

purpose” (Scott 2005:3). Thus, the agglomeration of film production in a city due to 

runaway production contributes to the city’s larger cultural economy. 
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Chapter 4-History and Analysis of MOFTB 

 

A Brief History of the MOFTB  

Prior to inception of the Mayor’s Office of Film, Theatre and Broadcasting in 

1966, New York City was a logistical nightmare for filmmakers. Shooting on location in 

New York City was notoriously difficult because of costs and red tape. Filming in the 

city required multiple permits for different locations, and even then those permits would 

only be valid for a short and set length of time (Sanders 200. The city also required 

filmmakers to procure police assistance, which involved talking to individual precincts 

that would invariably change after shooting in one location was finished. This process 

proved to be quite laborious and wasted time, manpower, and money. Filmmakers would 

often have to bribe local precincts in order to even film there, and it cost a pretty penny: 

up to $400 per day in some cases (Sanders 2006:17). New York based film unions 

weren’t much help either. After filming Mister Buddwing (1965), director Delbert Mann 

vowed to never film in the city again (despite having filmed nearly all of his previous 

feature films in the city) due to the crew being “uncooperative, sullen and arrogant” 

(Sanders 2006:18). As a result of these obstacles, filmmaking in New York City 

throughout the 1960s was more than scant when compared with previous decades when 

major film directors like Billy Wilder and Jules Dassin, and film producers filmed many 

pictures on the streets of New York City. The city and unions’ lack of support quelled the 

initial fire of enthusiasm for filming on the streets of New York City. 

In addition to these setbacks, the rising white flight to suburbia during the late 

1940s through the mid-1960s and declining manufacturing sector helped to bring rising 
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poverty rates, a literal “crumbling infrastructure”, and a massive blow to the city’s tax 

revenue (Clutter 2009:3). The city needed money to rebuild the crumbling city and 

improve the general infrastructure of the city but lost a great deal of the tax base that 

would otherwise cover these repairs and improvements.  

The recently (late 1966) inaugurated Mayor of New York City, John Lindsay, saw 

an opportunity in this clutter: streamline the bureaucratic process of film production in 

New York City to increase tax revenues. This was achieved when he signed Executive 

Order Number 10, the progenitor of the current Mayor’s Office of Film, Theatre, and 

Broadcasting. The Executive Order eradicated the logistical and administrative obstacles 

to filming in the city by “…creating a ‘one stop system’—a single permit, free of charge, 

good for shooting anywhere in the city, and valid for the length of the production” 

(Sanders 2006:18). The Executive Order also called for an additional unit in the New 

York Police Department to be used exclusively with film crews, as well as the creation of 

a personal aide to the Mayor of New York City in all matters film related.  

These changes were joined by increased talks with unions to eradicate their 

inflexible practices and better their reputation with film production companies (Sanders 

2006:19). A massive letter writing campaign to film companies spearheaded this new 

approach to film production in the city, and its effectiveness became quickly evident: the 

number of productions partially and fully shot in New York increased from 11 to 25 in 

1966, from 25 to 42 in 1967, and to nearly 366 during Mayor Lindsay’s two terms in 

office as Mayor (Sanders 2006:19). With New York’s increased filmic presence and 

newly acquired tax revenue, Lindsay sought to rebuild the urban landscape. This new 

urban landscape was to work discursively with the filmic ‘image’ of New York City so as 
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to recreate the cinematic (that is, positive) landscape in the physical landscape (Clutter 

2006:22-23). How this was done and the extent to which it is possible isn’t as important 

as the fact that the Mayor’s Office of Film, Theatre, and Broadcasting was, from its 

inception, predicated on the belief that the visual narrative of films could influence the 

physical environment. 

During the 1970s, film production in New York City continued to rise under the 

newly formed Mayor’s Office of Film, Theatre, and Broadcasting. Although much of 

Hollywood still seemed to cling to the ‘old ways’ of filming on set in Los Angeles, a crop 

of new filmmakers began filming on location more than ever before. Seemingly taking a 

page from La Nouvelle Vague (French for ‘New Wave’), these ‘New Hollywood’ 

filmmakers shot their films on location almost as a rule. Like their French counterparts, 

the New Hollywood filmmakers (including Martin Scorsese, Hal Ashby, Brian De Palma, 

etc.) shot their films with a new artistic sensibility that set it apart from other films being 

made within the American film industry at the time. Part of that sensibility focused on the 

authenticity of shooting in a real space in influencing the authenticity of the filmed space. 

Many New Hollywood films, such as Midnight Cowboy, Klute, Annie Hall, Taxi Driver, 

have become regarded as significant, culturally and artistically, which has helped to not 

only influence films that have come after it, but also increase the visibility of film on 

location, and specifically, filming on location in New York, as a viable option for 

filmmakers. 

By the 1980s, the filming on location in New York explosion subsided into a 

steady rhythm as technology advanced and as the city and film studios eased into this 

new mode of filmmaking. In addition, the creation of the Governor’s Office of Motion 
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Picture and Television Development in 1979 offered all state-run facilities for film use, 

opening up a wealth of public spaces previously unusable, including tunnels, bridges, 

airports, etc. (Sanders 2006:22). Film productions became more sophisticated; using 

recently developed equipment and filming in more locations than ever. These logistical 

and technological advancements allowed for more productions in more locations, 

sometimes on a larger scale. The steady increase in productions brought in a lot of work 

for local artists and artisans, easing the city’s economic burden ushering in a 

“…renaissance for a city where the art of movie making once flourished, then fled 

(Sanders 2006:21).”  

Not everyone welcomed this, however. Many citizens viewed on location film 

productions in the city as a nuisance. On location productions increased traffic congestion 

or interrupted it altogether, took up public space used by residents, and were generally 

seen as interruptive at best for the local neighborhood residents. The vocal residents’ 

complaints did not fall on deaf ears, and so the MOFTB has put temporary ‘holds’ on 

various public spaces, preventing film productions from using that space for a set period 

of time (Sanders 2006:21).  

As on location filmmaking slowly became the norm in New York City over the 

past few decades, the city began to develop an ‘indigenous filmmaking culture’ that 

focused on on-location shooting on the streets of New York City for artistic and financial 

reasons (Sanders 2006:21). It was both artistically attractive and economically viable to 

these young filmmakers, who stood in contrast to the big studio filmmakers in 

Hollywood. Young filmmakers eschewed prominent Southern California film schools 

(including USC, UCLA, and the AFI Conservatory) to attend NYU’s Tisch School of 
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Arts to study filmmaking, following in the footsteps of prominent filmmaker Martin 

Scorcese (Sanders 2006:21).  

New York filmmaking took a brief but deep dive when Hollywood studios, in an 

effort to save money on rising labor costs, opted out of filming in New York for nine 

months in the beginning of the 1990s (Sanders 2006:22). The city rebounded as film 

studios began filming in New York again during the mid-1990s, spurred on by the 

increase in cable network television production, the renovation of the studio complexes 

Kaufman Astoria and Silvercup, and an increased synchronicity among union leaders, 

production coordinators, and city officials (Sanders 2006:22). The rise in filmmaking 

throughout the decade would continue up until the beginning of the new century. 

Although the city was experiencing a resurgence of filmmaking in the city, it was aware 

of the growing competition from other metropolitan areas, especially Canada. New York 

City was keenly aware of its position in the film industry, and wished to keep it that way 

by assessing its role in media production. 

 In June of 2000, the Boston Consulting Group presented a study to assess the role 

of New York City in media production at the request of New York City Investment Fund 

and the New York City Comptroller’s Office (with support from the MOFTB and the 

New York State Governor’s Office for Motion Picture and Television Development). The 

purpose for this study was threefold: “first, to quantify the baseline; second, to assess 

New York’s competitive position; and third, to determine what New York needs to do to 

support and expand its position as a center of film, television, commercial and digital 

media production in the digital age” (Building New York's Visual Media Industry for the 

Digital Age: Findings and Recommendations 2000:3). The study assessed the economic 



 36 

impact of media production in the city and found that visual media employment of all 

kinds amounted to 170,000 jobs, while visual media spending in the city, from pre to 

post-production for all types amounted to nearly $15 billion annually (Building New 

York's Visual Media Industry for the Digital Age: Findings and Recommendations 2000). 

These numbers indicate that New York City is a major player in visual media production, 

and that it can exploit its real and perceived reputation for competitive purposes.  

 The study emphasized the threat of other locations to New York’s economic 

development of its media sector, particularly Canada. Canada (specifically, Toronto) not 

only provides excellent backdrops that mimic New York on location, but also provides 

direct subsidies to production budgets. The United States federal government does not do 

this (Building New York's Visual Media Industry for the Digital Age: Findings and 

Recommendations 2000). As a result, it is important for New York to maintain its 

competitive edge by providing incentives and increasing its pool of skilled workers and 

talent. Ultimately, the study validated the many reasons why New York City can and 

should solicit.  

 The study couldn’t have come at a better time either, as the beginning of the 21st 

century spelled some problems for the city. Due to a favorable currency exchange rate 

and a generous tax credit, it became substantially more profitable to film in Canada than 

ever before. The September 11th attacks that devastated New York’s Twin Towers, led to 

a drop in the number of production days from 21,393 in 2000 to just 14,858 days in 2002 

("NYC.gov – Mayor’s Office of Film, Theatre, & Broadcasting – Production News." 

N..d.). The response to the runaway productions to Canada and the dramatic fall in 

production days came in the form of several small initiatives that laid out the bases for 
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larger plans for consolidating the organization’s soliciting functions while simultaneously 

broadening its reach.  

 The first changes were meant to streamline the process: typewriters were replaced 

with computers, speeding up permit processing, and establishing a ‘concierge’ desk to 

know about every space in the city so that producers wouldn’t have to look themselves 

(Sanders 2006:22). The beginning of 2005 saw Mayor Michael Bloomberg sign into law 

a 5% tax credit on qualified expenses for film and television productions produced in 

New York City to complement New York State’s 10% tax credit. Ultimately, $50 million 

dollars were administered in just 14 months, which eventually reaped $650 million for 

the city and thousands of new jobs (Sanders 2006:22). This, coupled with a more 

favorable exchange rate in 2004 and the construction of Steiner Studios (which held the 

largest soundstage east of Hollywood), increased the number of production days in 2005 

to nearly 37,570. 2005 also saw an increase in the number of visitors to the city, with 

nearly 43 million buying tickets to Broadway shows and visiting the sites (Sanders 

2006:23). These soliciting functions were the precursor to the ‘Made in NY’ program, 

which, along with other spare services, served as the cornerstone for the city’s soliciting 

powers in the 21st century.  

 The MOFTB solicits in three distinct ways: financially (tax benefits, discounts from 

local merchants etc.) logistically (free police assistance, cutting red tape, etc.), and 

culturally (propagating the mythical NYC). Although the soliciting powers are ordered 

categorically, it’s important to note that that they often overlap, augmenting the 

organizations soliciting powers and their intended effects.  
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Solicitation and Incentives 

Financial 

 One of the more tangible ways the Mayor’s Office of Film, Theatre, and 

Broadcasting can solicit to film productions is providing a variety of financial incentives 

to make New York City a more attractive, or at least more economically viable place to 

film. Under the MOFTB’s “Made In New York” program, tax credits of up to 5% on all 

production costs can be earned for qualified film productions. In addition, New York 

State has a similar program that accounts for 30% of production costs incurred, 

increasing the tax credit significantly. There are only two qualifications that need to be 

met for this tax benefit (aside from the obvious filming within the designated city and 

state boundaries): the feature film or television product must build a set and shoot at least 

one day on a stage at a qualified production facility and complete at least 75% of the total 

facility related expenses at a qualified facility. After the stage requirement is met, the tax 

benefits will extend to on location work costs and post-production if the production uses 

75% of their shooting days in New York. If more than $3 million is spent on the qualified 

facility, then the location requirement is waved for the production (“NYC.gov – Mayor’s 

Office of Film, Theatre, & Broadcasting – Production Incentives” 2009). Requiring film 

and television producers use the city’s local studios for such a long period of time with 

such a short amount of time required for physically shooting on a stage or set effectively 

localizes and secures the production within the city limits.  

 Completing 75% of the film in the city also guarantees a marketing credit. 

Outdoor media valuing 1% of the production costs are offered to qualifying productions 

and ‘co-branded’ with the ‘Made in NY’ program. In lieu of a shared marketing credit, 
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production crews can make a ‘cultural donation’ equal to .1% of their production costs to 

a not-for-profit cultural institution of the production’s choosing (MiNY Guide Book 

2009). In addition, productions can apply to receive a ‘MiNY’ Discount Card that offers a 

minimum of 10% off of goods at cooperating vendors. Productions can use the card for 

many underwriting and logistical costs, such as food, lodging, electronics, construction, 

security, travel, etc. (MiNY Guide Book 2009).  

 These financial incentives reflect an explicit desire to keep local business tied 

with the productions filming in the city. The option to co-brand increases the visibility 

and promotes the organization not only to citizens, but to potential productions and future 

productions. The co-branding also explicitly ties the film commission to various stages of 

the product’s development. For example, productions that choose to accept the marketing 

credit must include the ‘Made in NY’ logo somewhere on the poster or advertisement 

(“NYC.gov -- Mayor's Office of Film, Theatre, & Broadcasting -- Production News” 

2009). Runaway production has forced cities to brand themselves in ways that make them 

distinct from the competition in the global film market 

 

Logistical 

 The MOFTB offers logistical incentives in addition to the financial incentives. 

Logistical incentives often overlap with the financial incentives. For instance, the 

MOFTB offers not only free permits, but also free locations and free police assistance 

(for qualified productions). Depending on the nature of the production, the MOFTB can 

create a turn around time for permits in as little as 24 hours (“NYC.gov --Mayor's Office 

of Film Theatre & Broadcasting – Permits” 2009). Productions can film anywhere in the 
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city limits, barring a few locations (certain bridges, parks) that require extra consideration 

in the permit process. If a production involves traffic control, firearms, or other special 

concerns, it must request police presence but is offered at no charge (MiNY Services 

Guide 2009). Parking privileges are also acquired, where special vehicles required for 

shoots (cranes, campers, etc.) are allowed to be present and parked, so long as you 

provide the necessary vehicle information before production begins and the supplied tag 

you get from the MOFTB is readily visible from the front of the vehicle along with a 

copy of the permit (MiNY Services Guide 2009). 

 Once a permit is obtained, productions can acquire on-site assistance in the form 

of concierge services and the MOFTB’s P.A. Program. Productions can request concierge 

services that help the producers connect with other NY based agencies, discounts at 

qualified vendors, a ‘leg up’ in access to premium location sites, scouting assistance, 

budget analysis, and general assistance in reserving and acquiring space and vendors 

during the entire production cycle, from script to screen (MiNY Services Guide 2009). In 

addition, the MOFTB provides more on-hand help by providing production assistants 

from their P.A. Training Program (MiNY Service Guide 2009). 

 The MOFTB offers other incentives and services that not only benefit producers, 

but also NYC citizens that work in the production industry. Under the ‘Reel Jobs NYC’ 

program provided by the MOFTB, producers can submit a job listing to qualified 

residents that work in the film, television, and broadcasting industries. In turn, these 

workers can search for vacancies in their respective fields (“NYC.gov – Mayor’s Office 

of Film Theatre & Broadcasting” 2009). The MOFTB also offers a host of resources for 

potential careers in film, theatre, and broadcasting industries, as well as providing lists 
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and contact information for a variety of vendors, unions, qualified production spaces, etc 

("NYC.gov -- Mayor's Office of Film, Theatre & Broadcasting -- Resources Home" 

2009). 

 The logistical incentives and services offered by the MOFTB reflect a desire to 

encourage and facilitate business in the city, but even more so, it highlights a unique role 

that it plays for the citizens in the city as well—workers and productions alike have come 

to rely on the MOFTB for jobs and employees, respectively, making the existence of the 

MOFTB all that much more pertinent and ever present for productions and citizens alike. 

 

Cultural 

 The solicitations and incentives offered by the MOFTB do more than reflect an 

effort to bring film productions to the city—it gives the MOFTB an expansive but still 

localized presence. Posters on bus stops all over the city has the ‘Made in NY’ logo 

brandished on it. The kinds of productions (and presumably the locations) are widely 

varied in both content and style or production. The MOFTB uses the ‘MiNY’ for almost 

everything they do that reflects a level of involvement from the organization. As stated 

before, productions that qualify and apply for a marketing credit will have the ‘MiNY’ 

logo on posters and other modes of advertisement. In addition, productions can freely use 

the logo if 75% of the overall production was done in New York City (MiNY Services 

Guide 2009). Productions can freely use the logo after signing a three page release 

agreement agreeing not to use the logo in any way other than intended: to indicate the 

production’s participation in the MOFTB’s “Made in New York” incentive program 

(Logo Release Agreement 2009). The MOFTB brandishes the logo on t-shirts and 
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advertisements during sponsored events as well (Sanders 2006:5). One can even purchase 

those shirts, as well as other apparel for men, women, and babies at the NBC Experience 

Store in 30 Rockefeller Center, or online at the Official Shop of New York City. This 

indicates a clear desire to add a little revenue to the organization, certainly, but it is also 

meant to increase the presence of the MOFTB and the impact that it has on production in 

the city. It’s also used to “…instill pride in New Yorkers for hosting film and television 

productions in their City” ("NYC.gov -- Mayor's Office of Film, Theatre & Broadcasting 

-- 'Made in NY' Merchandise" N.d.). 

 Instilling pride has actually been an underlying goal for the MOFTB. Recent 

surveys sent out by the MOFTB to citizens of the city were intended to gauge the level of 

public awareness, knowledge, and interest of the MOFTB’s “Made in NY” program. One 

of the items on the Likert scale survey asked citizens if the efforts of the MOFTB made 

them “…proud to be a New Yorker” (MiNY Public Awareness Study, 2009). There’s also 

an expansive PSA campaign with industry workers living in New York talking about 

their experience working in New York City as a ‘thank you’ to the city for allowing them 

to work in their city and neighborhood. The campaign’s slogan, “REEL JOBS, REEL 

PROUD, REAL NEW YORKERS” reflects their explicit desire to elicit pride by 

connecting local citizens with economic advantage. This connection of pride is related to 

the MOFTB’s propagation of the ‘cinematic city’, a mythical city born from the cinema. 

The MOFTB wants to propagate this unique status, thus luring both producers and 

workers to the city. Their propagation amounts to the authoring of a book documenting 

the history of filmmaking in New York City. The book, Scenes of the City: Filmmaking 

in New York documents the process of filmmaking in New York throughout the 20th 
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century. In doing this, they also document the physical and demographic changes New 

York has gone through. The book also includes a history of the MOFTB. Perhaps not 

surprisingly, this is another example of the MOFTB trying to connect its own history 

with that of filming in New York. And while the two may be inextricably tied, the 

MOFTB is still connecting its own ‘brand’ with that of the cinematic, mythical New 

York.  

 The solicitations, incentives, and services offered by the MOFTB ultimately 

reflect a desire to keep its presences in the forefront of all stages of production. This 

presence is further intensified by its stake and services offered to New York citizens. The 

logo is the MOFTB’s way of branding and making distinct the organizations presence in 

film production and the city. The MOFTB is unique and curious in its level of 

involvement on both the production side of things and the city side of things.  

 

Gatekeeping 

 Unlike many other film commissions, the Mayor’s Office of Film, Theatre and 

Broadcasting ‘gatekeeps’ the various spaces in New York City. Film productions need 

permits administered by the MOFTB to film in New York City. However, not all 

productions strictly need permits, and the MOFTB makes it explicitly clear which 

productions need which permits. Film productions don’t need permits if the camera is 

handheld, uses a single tripod with fewer than five people for more than ten minutes, or 

when filming a parade, demonstration, demonstration or other public event on New York 

City property (provided that the other two restrictions aren’t broken). A permit is required 

for a film production that uses vehicles, involves the interaction of two or more people at 
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a single time for longer than 30 minutes with the intent of filming, or the interaction of 

five or more people using a single tripod for ten minutes or more (NYC Permit Rules 

2009). Although the wording is very specific, it allows for a great deal of financial 

freedom for filmmakers, allowing filmmakers with smaller budgets to film on the streets 

of New York.  

In order to determine how the MOFTB gatekeeps, it is necessary to define 

gatekeeping on an institutional level. Plainly speaking, gatekeeping is the process in 

which information is filtered through a ‘gate’ before it gets experienced or internalized. 

The genesis of gatekeeping scholarship is with Kurt Lewin’s unfinished journal article, 

“Frontiers in Group Dynamics II: Channels of Group Life; Social Planning and Action 

Research” (Shoemaker 2009:11). Lewin, a psychiatrist by profession, wrote about 

gatekeeping not as an information disseminating process on a macro level, but on a micro 

one. He theorized that the manner in which information, tangible or intangible, travel 

through channels. The boundaries between each section and channel are called gates, 

governed by a gatekeeper (Shoemaker, 2009:12-13). These gatekeepers do not have to be 

individuals. They can be sets of rules or values as well (Shoemaker 2009). Lewin 

theorized that his model could be applied to information flow in general, and indeed has 

proven to be influential for other theoretical gatekeeping models, in particular the 

concepts of channels, sections, and gates (Shoemaker, 2009:19).  

As a gatekeeping institution, the Mayor’s Office of Film, Theatre, and 

Broadcasting is similar to a admissions program. The MOFTB solicits for productions to 

come and/or stay in New York City in a similar way that colleges wish to attract high 

school students to their colleges: through a variety of incentives, including tangible 
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benefits, prestige, etc. Students would only apply and productions would only consider 

New York if there were incentives drawing them there in the first place. However, neither 

colleges nor the MOFTB can accept everyone. And while colleges would not want 

everyone to come to their school for reasons of prestige management, the same cannot be 

said for the MOFTB. Colleges have a more precarious balancing act to go through when 

it comes to soliciting and admitting students, but the MOFTB would like to allow as 

many productions to film in New York City as logistically and civically possible.  

This makes the gatekeeping process at that MOFTB is entirely logistical and does 

not make any gatekeeping decisions based on content, making the entire process much 

less complicated (and perhaps much less insidious) than one would expect from a 

municipal institution involved in cultural production. That’s not to say that the decision 

making process isn’t as complex, but that politics surrounding certain locations or 

anxieties about the portrayal of the city aren’t there. Film productions can download the 

film permit application from the MOFTB’s website and fill out the one page application 

asking film productions to clearly describe their productions. Specifically, they ask for 

when and where filming will commence, whether the production will involve stunts, 

special effects, young performers, as well as more identifiable information such as the 

name of the production, who’s in charge, etc. (NYC Permit Rules, 2009). The permit is 

then reviewed by a MOFTB permit coordinator who reviews each permit based on a 

number of factors. According to Marybeth Ihle, a spokesperson for the MOFTB, “…what 

the production is requesting to do, how it will impact the local area, and what other 

productions are in the area or have recently been in the area” (2010). Shortly after the 

permit is processed, a meeting is scheduled with the production and location manager, 
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representatives of the MOFTB and relevant agencies for all productions that require 

complex exterior shots (Marybeth Ihle 2010). More complex productions that require 

security, pyrotechnics, or involve stunts or weapons require a member of a special 

division of the New York Police Department, the NYPD Movie & TV Unit, on set during 

filming. Despite the qualifications in this process, Marybeth Ihle maintains that the 

MOFTB remains strictly content-neutral in its decision making process (2010). In 

addition, she maintained that the MOFTB rarely says no, instead offering alternative 

times or locations for productions to choose from if the requested time or location is not 

feasible (Marybeth Ihle, 2010).  

The MOFTB’s willingness to assist production, their technical criteria for when 

permits necessary and their strict content neutral stance in this regard emphasizes their 

willingness to work with film productions of all sizes and budgets while still maintaining 

order and having a semblance of control. The gatekeeping process itself allows the 

MOFTB to see and regulate incoming and outgoing runaway production, which gives it 

the semblance of authority, giving it some control over the cultural production of film. If 

the extent to which the MOFTB is involved in the cultural production of film is 

determined by the extent to which its involved in the production of the film itself, then 

the answer to whether or not it’s meaningfully or significantly involved in the production 

of culture must be made on a case by case bases. It’s significance aside, the fact that the 

MOFTB can influence the production of a film by altering production even the slightest 

bit and unintentionally means that it is involved in the cultural production. Whether or 

not it’s involved meaningfully must be determined on a film-by-film basis. Though many 

cities require permits in order for film productions to work on city property and have easy 
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access links on how to acquire them, none of the commissions emphasizes the permit 

process as readily and prominently as New York City. 

 

The MOFTB and the Cultural Economy 

 The Mayor’s Office of Film, Television, and Broadcasting is in a unique position 

with regards to the way it handles, attracts, and regulates film productions because of 

New York City’s already strong cultural economy, particularly in the information in 

media industries. Twelve of the top fifteen media companies in the United States are 

located in New York City, two thirds of U.S. based magazines are published in New 

York City (Moss 2006:9). The media industry in New York as a culture industry is 

especially prominent, accounting for nearly 170,000 jobs and $10 billion directly towards 

New York City (Building New York's Visual Media Industry for the Digital Age: 

Findings and Recommendations 2000). The media industry, particularly in the 

information sector, is incredibly robust. However, there is a difference between a city’s 

cultural economy and a city’s media sector. A city’s cultural economy refers to a city’s 

cultural production industries while media refers to the information industry as a whole. 

As material culture is also a segment of information, there is considerable overlap. As 

stated before, New York City’s media industry is particularly robust and contains many 

permanent, prominent visual media productions. Many media outlets directed by 

transnational corporations are headquartered in the city, such as NBC, CBS, Fox, etc. As 

television makes up slight majority of all production in New York City, they’re continued 

presence is important for New York City and the MOFTB. 
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 The concentration of these media outlets in New York City places a lot of 

geographic importance on New York City as a center for media and cultural production. 

In this way, they’re much like Hollywood, and risk having their own runaway production 

problem. Therefore, the MOFTB must provide a number of various incentives to not only 

attract production (or in some cases, re-attract production lost from Toronto), but to keep 

production that’s historically based in New York City from going elsewhere.  

 

The MOFTB and the Production of Culture 

 The MOFTB uses a cultural 'tool-kit' not unlike Ann Swidler's cultural tool kit. 

Swidler argues that the dominant mode of thinking about culture's influence on action is 

"misleading" (Swidler 1986:273). Rather, she argues that culture provides people with a 

'tool kit' of cultural components to construct strategies of action (Swidler 1986:273). 

Although not something we usually think about when it comes to municipal institutions, I 

argue that the MOFTB uses a modified version of Swidler's toolbox as a means to affect 

the production of culture. Their solicitation and gatekeeping powers act as a kind of 

toolbox for illustrating their modes of action in attracting and maintaining film 

productions to the city. Part of the MOFTB’s 'tool kit' involves logistical and economic 

components that don't directly adhere to the cultural 'tool kit' that Swidler outlines. When 

a film production uses pyrotechnics, weapons, or actors in police uniform, members of 

the NYPD's Film and Television division must be on site. This service is not only for the 

safety and security for the film crew and surrounding citizens, but acts as a part of the 

MOFTB's claim that New York City is the "safest big city" in the country, which plays 

into people's conceptions of an unsafe, pre-gentrified, and crime ridden New York City. 
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The bulk of the MOFTB's toolbox comes from the utilization of New York City's forms 

of symbolic capital. Bourdieu defined symbolic capital "...as economic or political capital 

that is disavowed, misrecognized and thereby recognized, hence legitimate, a 'credit' 

which, under under certain conditions, and always in the long run, guarantees 'economic' 

profit" (Bourdieu 1993:75). Bourdieu argues that prestige or authority that can be 

ascribed and consecrated upon material objects, brands, and identities. The MOFTB 

utilize and contribute to New York City's symbolic capital as a two kinds of cinematic 

cities: a kind of mythological cinematic city that exists in film set in New York City and 

a city that encourages and promotes film production of all kinds. New York City's 

symbolic capital is thus an aggregate of New York City's resources as connected to its 

perceived strengths in the sphere of film production.  When the MOFTB uses publishes 

books on the history of New York City filmmaking, brand their involvement with 

productions in a way that instills civic pride, point to existing productions that have 

considerable prestige and visibility, they are using and adding to New York City's 

symbolic capital as a cinematic city and as a city friendly to film production. The 

MOFTB's 'tool kit' consists the overlapping logistic, economic, and cultural incentives, 

which ultimately utilizes and contributes to New York City's symbolic capital as a 

'cinematic' city. 
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Chapter 5-Conclusion 

 

 On May 13, 2005, Indian filmmaker Rakesh Sharma was harassed and detained 

by the New York Police Department for several hours for filming on city property 

without a permit (Sharma, Rakesh. 2009 and Christopher Dunn et. al. 2006). Sharma was 

filming taxis filtering out from the Park Avenue South Underpass with a handheld 

camera. While walking toward Times Square to gather more footage, Sharma moved his 

camera upwards to capture well-lit buildings, including the MetLife building 

(Christopher Dunn et. al. 2006). Moments later, a plain clothes police officer walked up 

to Sharma, flashing his badge and asking Sharma why he was in New York City and why 

he was filming a “sensitive building” (Christopher Dunn et. al. 2006:6). The officer 

further questioned Sharma on his identity and intentions, and in the process collecting his 

passport and camera, and calling him an “asshole” (Christopher Dunn et. al. 2006:7). 

Over time, more officers showed up, asking many of the same questions and gathering a 

crowd of hundreds outside of a Starbucks on 39th Street and Park Avenue. Sharma 

complied with the officers during this time out of fear that he would be seen as a 

suspected terrorist. Sharma was brought down to the local precinct and questioned 

further. After ascertaining that Sharma wasn’t doing anything wrong, the NYPD 

apologized and released him nearly three and a half hours after the initial incident. When 

asked which film productions need permits, the MOFTB gave vague responses, offering 

nothing that wasn’t known through their website. Although Sharma did not wish to 

continue filming in his following days in New York City, he did want to come back later 

in the year to film. He applied for a permit on November 9, 2005, asking the MOFTB to 



 51 

waive a $1 million insurance liability fee given that it would be only him walking around 

with a handheld camera. The MOFTB denied his request for a permit without a written 

explanation (Christopher Dunn et. al. 2006). The NYCLU subsequently sued the police 

officers involved in the incident, as well as the MOFTB, for infringing on Rakesh 

Sharma’s First Amendment rights ("NYCLU Sues NYPD For Harassing and Detaining 

Photographer | New York Civil Liberties Union [NYCLU] -- American Civil Liberties 

Union of New York State" 2006). The litigation prompted the MOFTB to draft rules and 

guidelines that were essentially always in place, that would identify “…a threshold level 

of activity which necessitates a film permit, while at the same time substantially 

mirroring its current practices” ("NYC.gov -- Mayor's Office of Film, Theatre & 

Broadcasting -- Production News" 2007). The first draft of these guidelines were made 

public on May 25, 2007, and were subsequently derided for policies that barred 

independent filmmakers, or anyone with a camera, from shooting anything of substance 

in the city ("With Deadline Looming, Proposed NYC Film Permit Rules Rile Indies -- 

indieWire" 2007). This unfavorable outcry led the MOFTB to redraft the rules that 

eliminated provisions that called for a set duration on filming, the number of people 

working on the production, and the use of a tripod, allowing independent filmmakers to 

film in New York without hassle. 

This kind of response highlights two important considerations about filmmaking 

in New York City: it highlights how important New York City is to filmmakers big and 

small (budget), and the amount of control the MOFTB has on the filmmaking in New 

York City. New York City continues to be an attractive place to film, whether it’s a big 

budget film or a small, independent feature. NYC’s popularity would have one believe 
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that the MOFTB wouldn’t need to make NYC more attractive to film productions, large 

and small, in order to remain competitive amongst other film producing cities. While 

New York City has been (and continues to be) a popular filmmaking location for a 

variety or reasons, it is due in no small part to the many incentives provided by the 

MOFTB to all film productions.  

 Historically, New York City has had an extremely robust cultural economy built 

on a firm foundation of many complementing and overlapping cultural production 

industries, media industries, arts communities, etc. This has made New York City a 

particularly attractive city for filmmaking, giving film productions a variety of different 

reasons to film in New York City. Despite this robustness, the increase in runaway film 

production in the American film industry has meant that New York City must still 

compete with other geographic media hubs in order to attract, maintain, and contain as 

much of the film production process as possible within the city. As the Mayor’s Office of 

Film, Theatre, and Broadcasting’s job description includes soliciting and retaining 

production within the city, their policies are ultimately determined by the larger film 

industry and runaway film production. 

 For many cities, runaway production is potentially a good thing. In Vancouver, a 

once sedentary local film industry has grown leaps and bounds over the course of only a 

few decades, providing many direct and tangible benefits for the city’s economy and the 

city’s cultural economy. Although Vancouver’s creative industries are still mostly backed 

by Hollywood money, they’re developing a strong creative and financial backing so as to 

develop their own strong visual media industry that stands independent from Hollywood. 

However, just as runaway production has complex causes, they also have complex 
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effects, and those effects are largely contingent on the city being affected. New York City 

isn’t building a visual media industry with runaway film production because it already 

exists. The city’s cultural industries have control over the production of film in limited 

but significant capacity when compared with the hierarchical dominance of Hollywood. 

New York’s geographical dominance over production doesn’t make it immune to 

runaway production—it makes it more vulnerable, as production that has largely been 

centered in New York City is being lost to other cities, especially Toronto. While New 

York City doesn’t lose most of the stages of film production to other cities, it does 

(potentially) lose the most diversely lucrative—the “production” stage.  

 The Mayor’s Office of Film, Theatre, and Broadcasting are active solicitors. As a 

film commission, it is their job to actively solicit to major film companies and remain 

competitive in the film industry given the runaway production landscape. There are 

material and abstract benefits for New York City. A tremendous amount of revenue is to 

be had by the cultural producing visual media industries based exclusively in New York 

City, but also for local, tertiary businesses in the city such as temporary lodging, food 

service, retail, transportation, etc. Film productions that use these services increase their 

profits tremendously, attracting even more businesses to establish themselves in the city, 

creating a multiplying effect. All of this increases overall growth in the entertainment 

sector, which leads to growth in other areas, particularly ones with close ties to the 

entertainment sector, such as technology and the arts (Garon, 1996:87). This increases 

New York City’s overall cultural presence and visibility, increasing tourism and other 

related sectors within the industry. Given all of these benefits, it is extremely important 

for the Mayor’s Office of Film, Theatre, and Broadcasting to do their job, and to do their 
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job well. But their policies and functions are largely determined by runaway film 

production and must therefore solicit in a variety of different ways. 

Given the importance of runaway film production on a city that has an incredibly 

strong cultural economy and media sector, this ultimately brings into question the power 

of runaway film productions. Although there are many reasons why there are runaway 

film productions, the main reason is through incentives from foreign locations. The fact 

that this would happen to a global city, a major media hub, and would dictate almost 

every function of the MOFTB means that there is potential for runaway production to 

create an environment not unlike the ones transnational corporations have made in their 

‘race to the bottom’ with sweatshop labor. Although runaway film productions are more 

complicated than that, the bottom line is that films will be produced where it is cheapest, 

and economic runaways will go to the location where it is cheapest, meaning that cities 

will have to sell themselves compete amongst themselves for business, giving the city 

very little leverage. All cities are different, and thus are impacted in different and 

complex ways that are unique to the given city, but the fact remains that cities must 

ultimately sell themselves in such a way that gives reduced leverage to a city’s cultural 

industries and thus reduced autonomy in their cultural economy. 

 The production of material culture, specifically film, is intrinsically tied to the 

production of film itself. As the production of film is highly collaborative, often 

involving hundreds of people, any change or decision made will affect the content of the 

film of the film which affects it's cultural meaning in how it is read. In this sense, the 

involvement of the MOFTB at the pre-production and production levels affects the 

cultural part of the production of culture. For example, one of the logistical incentives the 



 55 

MOFTB offers is a free PA service in which professionally trained production assistants 

are loaned to film productions for free. The gatekeeping arm of the MOFTB could also 

have a similar affect. Although the MOFTB uses gatekeeping primarily as a tool to 

regulate who is allowed to use public spaces, it could function as a way to gatekeep 

images. For example, if Steven Spielberg wants to film at a specific location in Central 

Park at the same time as another unknown filmmaker, they will probably choose Steven 

Spielberg because his film would most likely have larger budget that affects more people. 

If the unknown filmmaker is force to move production to another location, that alters one 

component of the film production process that affects the content, and therefore how that 

film is viewed and given meaning. The powers could affect the "cultural" part of the 

production of culture. 

 More generally, the MOFTB has considerable leverage in the "production" part of 

the production of culture, as an economic enterprise. If film productions choose New 

York City in part for their financial or logistical incentives, this potentially frees up a film 

production's budget to invest in other aspects of the film production, encourages new 

projects to the area, and ultimately attracts creative types, laborers, and businesses to the 

city that will contribute to the city's cultural identity. 

The third way the MOFTB affects cultural production is through their use of New 

York City's symbolic capital. The MOFTB relies on the cinematic/mythological history 

of New York City as a major reason to film in the city. They've published a book on the 

history of filmmaking in New York City, instill civic pride through various programs that 

promote job opportunities for those living in New York City, sell merchandise with their 
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logo on it, brand themselves onto visual promotional materials, and rely on the testimony 

of famous people who swear that there's no other city like New York. 

Given the MOFTB’s history, runaway production, the variety of incentives it 

offers, the gatekeeping process, there’s reason to think that some sort of alteration of the 

cultural production of film is happening on some level. However, measuring the extent to 

which the MOFTB is involved in the cultural production of film must be done on a film-

by-film basis. Given logistical constraints, I could not measure film productions on a case 

by case. However, given the collaborative nature of the production of film, as well as the 

close relationship between the production of film and the cultural production of film, I 

would argue that the any impact on the production of a film is generally significantly in 

some respect to the overall cultural product. However, this is all on a case-by-case basis, 

since the alteration of one part of one stage of production may be more or less significant 

to another film, as different films can account for various alterations throughout the 

stages of production. Therefore, it is certainly possible for production assistants to 

slightly alter film production, but whether or not this is significant or meaningful is in 

question. Thus, the Mayor’s Office of Film, Theatre, and Broadcasting has a potential for 

altering the cultural production of a film which warrants further study into other film 

commissions as to the extent that they are involved in the production of culture. 
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Appendix I 

 

Interview Questions 

 

1. First let us talk about how the MOFTB is organized. 

a. Could you tell me more or less what the organizational chart looks like? 

i. Who is at the top, who is next below, all the way to the bottom? 

ii. What are their job titles? 

iii. In this chart, who is the first person to review applicants? Who is 

next, etc.? 

b. -Who makes the final decision on who does and does not get a permit? 

What current takes the permit to the gatekeeper, if any? 

c. How many people are employed at the MOFTB? 

 

 

2. How does this person make that decision? 

a. -Do you answer to a higher authority if there's a questionable film? The 

mayor? Tourism agencies? 

b. -Are there any red flags for a problematic film based on the permits you 

receive? 

 

3. Is the MOFTB concerned with how the city is portrayed, given urban renewal 

efforts over the past 20 years, tourism, etc.? 
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4. What do filmmakers tend to do when they're not allowed to film in the city? Do 

they choose another location? Scrap it altogether? Where can I get this 

information? 

5. In which ways could the way things work now be improved? 

6. Can I get a list of films made under the Made In NYC program? 

7. How has 9/11 affected policy at the MOFTB? 
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Appendix II 

 

*Everything appears as is in the e-mail document apart from the italicized answers that I 

included to easily distinguish between questions and answers. The answers were received 

via e-mail in on February 19, 2009* 

 

1. How is the Mayor's Office of Film, Theatre, and Broadcasting organized? 

          A) Divisions/departments and their functions, job titles, number of employees on 

staff, etc.           

          

The Mayor’s Office of Film, Theatre and Broadcasting is made up of 25 employees. The 

agency is divided into the production department, which includes several permit 

coordinators and the director of production, and the marketing department (press, 

marketing, education, business development).  

 

 

          B) Who decides to permit a film production to film in the city after the initial 

meeting between the film production and the Mayor's Office of Film, Theatre, and 

Broadcasting? 

 

When a production wishes to film in New York City, they apply for a permit with our 

office. A MOFTB permit coordinator reviews the request and approves it based on a 
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number of factors: what the production is requesting to do, how it will impact the local 

area, and what other productions are in the area or have recently been in the area. 

 

All feature films, television series, or productions that feature elaborate exterior shots 

attend a pre-production meeting with the MOFTB. The production manager, location 

manager, and representatives from MOFTB and other relevant agencies coordinate 

shooting plans and production schedules. More complex productions require special 

consideration by the NYPD Movie & TV Unit, a dedicated unit of police officers assigned 

to productions when filming on location. Whenever a scene involves a stunt, an actor in 

police uniform, or the use of a weapon, a member of the NYPD Movie & TV Unit must be 

present on set. Pyrotechnics, fire effects, and explosions require the inspection and 

supervision by the NYC Fire Department. 

 

 

2. What influences the final decision? 

 

As mentioned above, approval of a permit is based on a number of factors: what the 

production is requesting to do, how it will impact the local area, and what other 

productions are in the area or have recently been in the area. 

 

 

           A) Are there any red flags for a "problematic" film based on the permits you 

receive? 
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Please elaborate as to what you mean by a problematic film.  

 

           B) Do these "problematic" films affect the decision making process? If so, how? 

 

See above.  

 

           C) Have the September 11th attacks influenced the decision making process? 

 

The MOFTB has always considered safety its number one priority. All permits are 

reviewed to ensure that the safety of the residents and the production will be maintained 

throughout the shoot. Since September 11th, film productions have limited access to the 

area around the World Trade Center. 

 

3. Is the Mayor’s Office of Film, Theatre, and Broadcasting explicitly concerned with 

how the city is portrayed in films and television? If so, how? 

 

MOFTB remains content-neutral to all the productions it permits.  

 

4. What do filmmakers typically tend to do when they're not allowed to film in the city? 

Do they choose another location? Scrap it altogether?  
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The MOFTB always tries to find a way to say yes to a production’s request. If a 

production wants to film a stunt, for example, in the middle of the city during rush hour, 

the MOFTB will suggest an alternate date and time – early in the morning on a weekend 

or in a less crowded populated area.  

 

5. If you could, how would you improve the Mayor's Office of Film, Theatre, and 

Broadcasting? 

 

The MOFTB was established in 1966 as the one stop-shop for productions shooting in the 

City. Over the years, the office has evolved and will continue to evolve to meet the needs 

of filmmakers and strike a balance for the neighborhoods where filming takes place.  

 

Additional information about the Mayor’s Office of Film, Theatre and Broadcasting 

 

As the first film commission in the country, the Mayor's Office of Film, Theatre and 

Broadcasting (MOFTB) is the one-stop shop for all production needs in New York City. 

The MOFTB issues free permits to film and television productions that request to shoot 

on City streets, sidewalks, and City-owned exterior properties.  

  

In 2005, the MOFTB unveiled the “Made in NY” incentive program, which includes a 

marketing credit which provides free advertising on City bus shelters to “Made in NY” 

productions, a discount card which provides reductions of at least ten percent at more 
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than 950 local vendors, and the “Made in NY” logo, a mark of distinction awarded to 

projects which shoot 75 percent or more in New York City. 

  

The “Made in NY” Discount Card Program provides discounts to productions for the 

duration of their shoots at 950 local vendors. Vendors include hotels, car service, 

restaurants, props, post-production services, florists, dry cleaners, and more. For more 

on the program, visit: http://www.nyc.gov/html/film/html/discounts/discounts_home.shtml 

  

The City estimates that film, television, commercial and music video industry employs 

100,000 New Yorkers and contributes $5 billion to the City’s economy annually. There 

are also 4000 local support businesses that depend on productions working in the City.  

  

Diversity and Education  

The Mayor’s Office of Film, Theatre and Broadcasting is committed to diversifying the 

City’s entertainment industry so that it can more accurately reflect our diverse 

population.  

  

We also created the “Made in NY” Production Assistant Training Program, in 

partnership with the nonprofit organization Brooklyn Workforce Innovations. This 

program provides free, full-time, month-long training program for New Yorkers 

otherwise lacking opportunities in the industry and trains them in how to work on set, in 

production offices, as well as interacting with community on location. Since 2006, nearly 

200 “Made in NY” PAs have graduated from the program. Ninety-eight percent of the 
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graduates are people of color. “Made in NY” PAs have worked on I Am Legend, 

Enchanted, Sex and the City, “30 Rock,” “Saturday Night Live,” “Gossip Girl,” “Law & 

Order” and 500 other productions.  

   

The “Made in NY” Scholarship Fund is awarded to students attending New York City 

College of Technology who are pursuing a baccalaureate degree in the Entertainment 

Technology field. The fund was made possible by a generous donation from Teamsters 

Local 817 to the Mayor's Fund to Advance New York City in support of the Mayor’s 

Office of Film, Theatre and Broadcasting. The Entertainment Technology program 

promotes the mastery of the technology that drives film, television, and theatre 

performance productions.  

  

For the past few years, the Mayor’s Office of Film, Theatre and Broadcasting has 

presented a series of free career panels in an effort to educate students and interested 

New Yorkers about the employment opportunities available in the City. At the panels, 

New York City-based industry professionals discuss their experiences working on local 

film and TV. Recent panels include a behind the scenes look at “Sesame Street” and 

“Ugly Betty.” You can find out further details here: 

http://nyc.gov/html/film/html/panels/panels.shtml  
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