Acquisition: How did you decide to release this film? Was it a co-production or an acquisition? When did you buy it? What were your expectations?

Production of Versus Production, the founders of O’Brother Distribution. Expectations : 20.000 visitors.

The movie tells the story of a Russian woman who lives with here teenage son in Belgium, she’s well integrated, has a job, speakes the language, her son goes here to school. But she has no official identification papers. When she gets arrested, her son can escape, but she ends up in a closed prison like asylum where she risks to get expelled.

Was the film selected/awarded  in a festival? Does it help for the release?  

Director’s Forthnight in Cannes, where ILLEGAL won the SACDprice. Since then, the movie was selected in nearly 20 festivals, it won Angoulèmes, in Belgium Namur, beste actrice award, in Warshau 3 prices. Since Cannes, the buzz around the film really existed in Belgium. It will represent Belgium at the Oscars.

What is your marketing strategy?  How do you communicate before the release? Do you work with associations, schools…? What promotional material have you chosen (the international one? a poster/trailer created by  a national distributor?)

Our marketing strategy was based on three foundations : associations, an open letter conceived by the producers, schools. Promotional material : T-shirts and badges “no one is illegal”, postcards “no one is illegal” and of course the regular stuff like posters, trailers, website for the film and for the open letter.

MARKETING STRATEGY AND COMMUNICATION

- Assocations :

During the writing process, director Olvier Masset-Depasse received a lot of help from a journalist and a lawyer who are concerned about the situation of those people in our country. They more or less filled the story, by which I mean that everything you see in the picture is based on actual events that really happened. Olivier just compiled those facts to transform them into the story of one woman.

This lawyer and journalist also advised us during the preparation of the release, told us about the large amount of associations who are active on the field and the mine field that exist between them. They share the same goal, but some of them cannot stand each other. So inform you well before you close your partnerships.

The good thing for a distributor of being connected with a production company, is that you can inform a lot of people from an early stage. So we invited the most important associations to the set, we did the same with some theatre-owners. From the start they knew that there would be a film about illegal immigrants.

After Cannes, we invited the associations to several screenings to find out if we could work together. They all were impressed. Lots of them left the cinema with tears in their eyes, all confirmed that the movie showed the reality. So they really liked to collaborate with us.

They did on two different ways. First of all by communicating on the film via their website, newsletter, facebook, the open letter (wich is my next point in our marketing strategy). They got the trailer, pictures, synopisis, wildcards. Some of them who are present on the main music festivals in the summer, will repeat our collaboration by organizing contests with the DVD. And secondly, we introduced the associations to the cinemas, so that they could organise their proper event during the first two weeks of the release. Those screenings had a huge success, because the associations and/or the cinemas also invited politicians, the director, journalists to hold debates after the screening. 

- Open Letter

Form the beginning, the producers wanted to make a clear distinction between the movie as a psycholigal thriller and the movie as political device. That’s why all the avant-premieres in the cinemas were organised in collaboration with the media and local partners, and not with the associations. As I told you, they organised those “political screenings” a bit later. 

But because of the context of ILLEGAL, Versus Production wanted to put the issue on the political agenda. They organised an open letter and invited famous Belgian writers, actors, directors, musicians, politicians, journalists and so on to sign it. This open letter asks the government to humanize the situation of those people, saying that no one is illegal and that we must rethink the way how they are treated. 

The invitation to sign this open letter was distributed on nearly 200.000 postcards in cinemas, pubs and restaurants. We also distributed them on the avant-premières and on the screenings with the associations. And we created a website were people could read and sign the open letter.

But more importantly, this Open Letter revitalised the communication around the movie during it’s first weeks of release. The associatons used it in their communications platforms and so did the cinema’s, because they put the invitation to sign the open letter on their website and in their program leaflets.

Schools

From the beginning we were convinced that the movie could do well in school screenings. One of our associations wrote a dossier for adults and one organisation who writes the school dossiers received our full collaboration. The Belgian première of the film would be on the Festival de Namur, so there we insisted as well that the movie would be presented in the educational screenings. There even was a special screening for teachers to convince them of the strength of the movie. And indeed, it worked well. We even proposed the cinemas that they could organise school screenings followed by a debate with the director, we reserved one week in octobre to organise this tour. Full house again. And I’m happy to tell you that I have reservations till the end of april.

PROMOTIONAL MATERIAL

“Nobody is illegal” was the slogan of the movie. We created T-Shirts to give away on the movie websites in Belgium, on the sites of the associations and on the websites of the cinemas. We also made badges, that were really wanted, creating a little kind of buzz like “touche pas à mon pote”.

In close collaboration with our French partner Haut et Court we created the poster.

How does the press strategy work? What are the reactions of press and media towards the movie? 

We were fortunate to been selected for the Director’s Fortnight. When you even win a price, most of the work has been done you could think. We were also selected to open the Filmfestival de Namur where we won the price for best actress. In the follow op of the Festival, we toured around in Belgium and presented with the director and the actress the movie in all the cinemas where ILLEGAL started. The Flemish press was good, but the French spaking journalists were really very fund of the movie. More good news was that ILLEGAL was selected to represent Belgium for the Oscars one week before it’s release.

What is the release date? Why and how have you chosen it? Is there much competition on that date? 

Since ILLEGAL was to open the Namur FIlmfestival on Friday October 3, we released it on Wednesday October 6. France released the movie one week later, allowing the Belgian French speaking audience to get another media impulse. And competition : in Belgium every week ten films get released. So competion is always hard.

How are your relationships with exhibitors? Are they enthusiasts for that film? Is it hard to find space for your film in the cinemas? 

Most of the exhibitors saw ILLEGAL in Cannes and they immediately adored it. So no problemo to get the movie placed. 

Release: how many prints do you have? How many admissions do you think you will get? What are your expectations?

ILLEGAL was released on 14 prints and I’ve only lost 2 after one month. Further more, the second run theatres and cultural centres are starting to make reservations. At the end we want to reach 20.000 tickets, wich will be no problem.

Do you have other rights than the theatrical rights? If yes, have you managed to sell them? 

Free TV, Pay TV,… and yes, it has been sold.

Have you worked with other European distributors on that release? 

The movie was coproduced with Haut et Court in France with wich Versus Production has an excellent relationship. So O’Brother worked close together with our French colleagues of course. Poster, trailer, website, planning the agenda of the director to maximalize his presence on avant-premières. 

Amstelfilm will release the movie in Holland and we are already talking to them to see how we can help them out. And we are of course open to help the other distributors who will release ILLEGAL later on.

