 

Tip of theMonth Union/Non-Union that is the question?
To be union or not to be union, that is the question isn’t it? I will start out by saying everyone is entitled to their opinion and both sides have valid points. Keep in mind this is all the info that I’ve heard/accumulated through various professionals. Research for yourself.
 

Union –There are many benefits to the union so let’s start with those. First off in the acting industry there are usually no salaries, benefits, retirement or rate guarantees, and with non-union work, there are no residuals (recurring payments for each new contracted period of air-play).  The union makes sure we’re covered in these areas and fights for top wages and benefits. There are three main unions to know about. In the US, SAG (Screen Actors Guild), AFTRA (American Federation of Television and Radio Artists), and, in Canada, ACTRA (The Alliance of Canadian Cinema, Television and Radio Artists). To join SAG, you need 3 union credits (also known as vouchers or being “Taft-Hartley’d) www.sag.org, AFTRA is an open union and you can join without any credits or vouchers www.aftra.com.  And in Canada, to join ACTRA www.actra.ca  you need 6 credits to join ACTRA (specifications change depending on minority and other factors).  ACTRA is individually run province to province. 
 
Each union has their pros and cons. For example, If you live in a union working town such as Los Angeles, Vancouver, Toronto etc. then the union works very well and its presence is strong and worth joining. If only it were that way everywhere. 

Non-Union - In cities like San Diego, Calgary, Edmonton and others, the union does not have a strong presence. In general, if you are union, you can’t audition for non-union work, however you can audition for union work if you’re non-union (assuming you can find a producer willing to see you). Sites like www.voices.com, www.voice123.com, www.commercialvoices.com and many others promote both union and non-union projects; however most of the work offered is non-union. There are many sites and many opinions regarding each of them.  You have to do what is best for you!
 

In many cities there is more non-union work than union work; making it really hard on the actor to decide. If you are union, your rates are set out for you. There is no guessing game. If you are non-union, your agent (usually you) must negotiate the rates directly with the production company. Sometimes they will pay you union scale, but most times do not. This is why the company goes non-union, to save money. What this does for the union, though, is to make it harder to stay alive. If too many people go non-union then the union won’t be able to work as well and for those who are union.  
 

On the other hand today’s market is a lot tougher than it once was and joining the union isn’t as easy as it once was (with the exception of AFTRA, which any actor can join). Due to the internet, work is easily accessible so producers are finding people who will do the job without the unions. Technology is changing things and competition is getting tougher.

And the performing unions are changing as well. They are well aware of the changes taking place in how voiceover work is booked, delivered, and used, and they are adapting to the changing needs of performers. In many cases the union can help a member turn a non-union job into a union job by working with the company to negotiate a workable rate for the talent they want.
 

What’s the right answer? Only you can decide know. For me, if I stayed in Edmonton the opportunities for union work are slim. It was great for me when I volunteered to work my way in, and to build my education, but it doesn’t make sense as a working professional. Sites like www.commercialvoices.com,  www.voice123.com and www.voices.com gave me the opportunity I needed to get where I am today. I believe they are the starting block in today’s world, even if you live in a union town. When you’re just starting, it may not make sense to join a union until you’ve got the experience to perform at the level expected of union talent. At least there is hope for newer voicers looking for a way in, to work their way up to union, or for that matter, to work at all. Times are changing so we must always look to adapt, but not sell our selves short.
 

The bottom line is: it depends on what you want for you. I believe we get to a point where we shouldn’t be bidding against each other for rates or demeaning what we are worth. But we can’t forget that there is a journey along the way. A process that for many is absolutely necessary. I hope that they can one day find a fair and happy medium, but lets face it folks, it’s all politics, and no one ever really wins in politics. 
 

Always aim for the highest goal… to be union, but research what you have to do to get there. Until next time everyone! Follow Your Passion!
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