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« Taxpayers
paying millions
in salaries to
Hollywood
actors and
directors

« Film Commission
has atready
gone over
allocated
budget by
€58 million

» Government yet
to say where the
money will come
from and who
is approving
budget overshoot

Maximus rebate: The Gladiator set in Fort Ricasoli lies abandoned as the productl

to stop before resuming filming. PHOTO: SJP

Gladiator film to be given
€46m in taxpayers’ money

MARK LAURENCE ZAMMIT

Maltese taxpayers will be paying €46.7
million te the film company producing
the Gladiator seguel film, official
figures reveal.

Through the Malta Film Commission,
the government has committed itself to
paying €46,653,961 to the subsidiary
company of Paramount Studios for the
production of Ridley Scott’s sword-and:
sandals epic film.

The rebate is part of a generous cash
scheme that promises production

on walits for an international actors' strike

houses up to 40 per cent cash back if
they film in Malta. The rebate breaks
the record for the biggest state aid to
cinema in the EU.

Official figures emerging from the
state aid website of the EUf Commission
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BCA staff

was evacuated
after debris
fell from roof

Widower of Miriam
Pace was among

 staff members

MARK LAURENCE
ZAMMIT
e —

The widower of Miriam Pace
was among several staff mem-
bers forced to evacunate their
offices at the Building and Con-
struction Authority (BCA) after
chunks of debris fell off the
ceiling.

Chunks of cement
fell in offices, the
corridor and
staircase

Carme] Pace, who tragically
tost his wife when their house
in Santa Venera collapsed in
2020, was one of the workers
who walked into work at the
BCA one morning to find the
floor covered in debris which
came crashing down from the
ceiling of thelr workplace,

Chunks of cement fell inside
some offices, in the corridor
and staircase, exposing the ceil-
ing’s steel reinforcing mesh in
some areas. Rain water also
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Breaks EU
record for
cinema aid
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show Italy gave the second
biggest rebate, in the form of a
tax aliowance, 1o a cinematic
production, and that rebate was
less than half the rebate Maltais
giving to Gladiator,

The government says the
scheme is significantly growing
the film industry by attracting
top Hollywood productions,
which in turn inject millions
more into the Maltese economy.

But top industry insiders in:
sist that almost half of the big
productions’ budget is not
spent directly in Malta, even
while the production is filming
on the island.

Productions spend millions
on hundreds of crew members
brought to work in Malta and to
rent and ship equipment from
other countries.

Of the €46.7 million that Gladi:
ator is getting, for instance, €5
million will go to pay a share of
the salaries of actor Denzel Wash-
ington, director Ridley Scott and
other top cast and crew.

Millions more will go to pay
the salaries of hundreds of
other foreign crew members
and actors and to subsidise the
renting of high-end tinematic
equipment, props, costumes
and machinery from other
countries.

This means tens of millions
of euros eligible for the rebate
are spent on services provided
by foreign companies and indi-

viduais who do not even pay
taxes locally.

But the Maltese government
still reimburses productions
with 40 per cent of the money
that is not spent in Malta.

Industry insiders said only a
fraction of the film's entire
spend eventually ends up work-
ing its way intoc the Maltese
economy.

The First Gladietor Alm shot
in Malta in 1999, when the cash
rebate scheme was yet to be
created, had reportedly left
around €21 million in the Mal-
tese economy, and the govern-
ment did not need to return
any of that money.

“This time round, we’re giving
the sequel €46.7 million against
alocal direct expenditure of not
more than €55 million, so we'd
be lucky as a country if we man-
age to end up with €10 million
in our economy,” a top industry
insider said.

The government claims that
last year alone, the industry in-
jected €85 million in Makta but
is yet to explain when and how
that money made its way into
the economy.

Times of Malta asked the Film
Commission to break down
where the money went and
whether the remaining figure
left in the economy was esti-
mated before or after the re-
bates were paid.

In a reply, a commission
spokesperson said “the total
budget value by film studios and

Film Commissioner Johann Grech. PHOTO: CHRIS SANT FOURNIER

Fort Ricasoli is providing the backdrop to many of
the Glodigtor shots. PHOTOQ: SJP

productions was in excess of 85-
million-euro last year”,

The Film Commission said it
has nothing else to add and
that an economic impact study
would be published in the com-
ing months.

But the issue has now been
further exacerbated following a
major strike announced by the
Hollywood's actors union last
month, bringing the Gladiator
filming to a halt.

International actors and crew
left Malta and the massive set at
Fort Ricasoli was abandoned,
effectively blocking the Film
Commission from being able to
rent it out to other, smaller pro-
ductions not impacted by the
strike. It is unclear how long
the strike will last.

REBATES TO OTHER
INTERNATIONAL
PRODUCTIONS

The Gladiator rebale amounts to
justaportion of the bill that tax
payers will be expected to foot
by the end of the year

So far this year, the Film Com-
mission has already committed
itself to dishing out €69 million
in cash rebates to 12 different in-
ternational productions,

As a few more productions
prepare to start filming in Malta
fater this year, that figure is ex
pected to shoot up to around
€80 million by the end of the

year. That is equivalent of al-
most half of what the govern-
ment expects to spend on
energy subsidies this year.

In this year's budget, the
Malta Film Commission was al-
located €11 million for ‘film in-
dustry incentives’ - meaning the
Commission has already over-
shot its budget by €58 million,
and the figure is yet to increase.

It also means that this year
alone, taxpayers will have paid
as much money in cash rebates
as they paid in 16 years com-
bined - between 2006 and 2021.
Sixty per cent of all that money
is going to the Gladiator sequel.

So far, no minister or govern:
ment official has said where the
money is coming from and who
is approving it.

FOREIGN
PRODUCERS ‘IN
DISBELIEF

Top industry sources say foreign
producers are in disbelief at the
generosity of the deal.

In an interview last year, Glad
iator executive producer Aidan
Elliot said the Maltese scheme is
“the most generous cash rebate
in the world”

Before coming 10 Malta with
Gladiator 2, ENiot also worked
on the Ridley Scott Napolcon
biopic here last year, for which
official figures show Malta will
he paying a subsidiary of Apple

the producer of the film - a
cash rebate of €12.8 million for
Jjust three weeks of filming.

Malta is merely used as a depic-
tion of other countries in both
Napoleon and Gladiator, under-
mining ciaims that such big films
were advertising the isiand.

In two years, the two Ridley
Scott productions will have re
cejved almost €60 million in
taxpaver money - equivalent to
the entire cost of Renzo Piano's
City Gate project, the parlia:
ment building and the Pjazza
Teatru Rjal.

The government’s entire
spend to subsidise free public
transport this year amounts to
Jjust €40 million,

Industry insiders have long
been warning the scheme is not
sustainable and say the moment
the government is unable to ful-
fil 2 commitment with a future
production, the whole industry
could crumble because produc
ers will lose faith in Maita’s abil
ity to keep its word.

HOW HAVE REBATES
BECOME SO
GENEROQUS?

Malta has been giving cash re
bates since 2005, Back then, pro
ductions could get up to 20 per
cent back only on Jocal elements
of the production. In 2007, ex
penses incurred from EU com-
panies and individvals also
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became eligible and productions
were given two per cent extra if
Malta featured in the story,

The rebate was pumped up o 25
per centin 2013 and to 40 percent
in 2019 but the rebate was only
eligible onlocal and EU expenses.

But last year, Film Commis-
sioner Johann Grech opened
eligibility to cast and crew from
all around the world and al-
lowed productions to get up to
€5 million in rebate for salaries
for the main actors, producers
and directors.

The government insists not all
of the film’s expenses are eligible
for rebate, but industry insiders
say that in the majority of pro-
ductions, over 50 per cent of
costs related to the Malta shoot
have now become eligible.

The Malta Film Commission
spending has been largely
shrouded in mystery, drawing
criticism from local film-makers
who have questioned whether
the government is simply throw-
ing money at large production
companies to bring big-name
films to the island for little more
than “personal vanity”

Local film-makers also ques-
tion to what extent the rebates
improve Jocal cinema,

“While Ridley Scott is getting
€60m fortwo films in two years,
local filmmakers were given
only €1.5m in funding in two
years to create Maltese produc:
tions and co-productions,” one
Maltese film-maker said,

Auditor general Charles
Deguara slammed the Malta
Film Commission for “extrava-
gance in the use of public funds”,
and in his 2020 report on public
accounts, said it lacked effective
internal controls.

The exorbitant amount of
money spent on cash rebates does
not even account for the Film
Commission’s entire expenditure,

The money spent on the con-
troversial Malta Film Awards
last year and the Mediterrane
Film Festival last June - which
are estimated to have cost mil-
lions - is over and above the cash
rebate scheme,

Times of Malta reported last
month how the Film Commis-
sion treated visitors of the fes-
tival to business ¢lass seats,
accommodated them in lavish
five-star resorts, while some
were provided with chauffeur
service to drive them around
the istand.

Tourism Minister Clayton Bar-
tolo and Film Commissioner
Johann Grech have refused to
answer most guestions about
the Commission's lavish spend
ing, insisting it is a good invest-
ment in the industry.

Bartolo insists a comprehen-
sive report into income and ex-
penditure will be published in a
few weeks' time,

Asked specifically about the
rebates, the Film Commission
said the cash rebate was first in-
troduced by the Nationalist gov-

ernment and keeps Malta’s film
sector compelitive in an evolving
international marketplace.

“For a film production to ac-
cess the rebate they must pre:
sent a list of expenditures which
tock place in Malta,” a Commis-
sion spokesperson said.

“Not all expenditure falls
under costs which can be re-
bated. Auditors analyse the fig
ures, and a rebate is issued,
following a full independent
audit. This is a process that is
completely thorough, which is
why it takes time for the Com:
mission to issue them.”

There is also indirect expendi-
ture, he said, which is over and
above the €85 million.

A big chunk of
the money is
spent abroad and
only a small
fraction of it
eventually ends
up in the Maltese
economy

“There are other expenses,
like tourism expenditure, that
the foreign crew and producers
spend - that are not part of the
expenditure of the production it-
self and which results in added
extra economic benefit to
Malta,” the spokesperson said,

“Stays are often weeks or
monthslong, so that is a positive
add-on as crew members and
their families spend their own
money - as they shop, dine and
visit attractions locally. There
are also other indirect benefits,
such as film tourism, which is a
notably growing area. This oo,
is not tncluded in that figure of
€85 million. The ripple effects
on our economy are huge.

“We anticipate seeing a fur
ther uplift in Alm tourism in
coming years, especially as high-
end and global productions
choose Malta for their produc-
tions. This creates a virtuous
circle for the local economy.”

He said the rebates help
spread Malta's brand around the
world as it allows foreign audi-
ences to enjoy stunning Maitese
[ocations, all the while increas-
ing people's awareness about
Malta and its attractions
through the film itself and the
actors’ publicity on social media.

“The film sector brings
substantial value to Malta and
supports significant and sus.
tainable growth delivering high-
skilled, well-paying jobs for local
people,” he said.
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seeped into the building and
trickled onto the desks.

No one was injured.

The incident happened last
November but the details were
kept under wraps.

The building, situated in
Hornworks ditch in Floriana, is
old and run down, and multiple
sources confirmed it had heen
condemned for years because it
was not structurally sound.

“Thank God the debris fel
when the building was empty be-
cause some pieces were big
enough to kill us had they landed
on our head during office hours,”
one employee told Times of Malta.

The BCA is tasked with ensur-
ing safe working practices in
construction sites and with
safeguarding third parties dur
ing construction projects.

1t was established in 2021 on
the recommendation of an in-
quiry into a construction site
collapse that killed Miriam
Pace in her own home.

Her widower, Carmel Pace,
worked at the authority when
the incident happened.

Sources confirmed the dan
gerous areas were immediately
cordoned off and workers were
moved to two big halls in an-
other building. They remained
based there until the authority
relocated its entire offices to
another building on Spencer
Hill in Marsa last week.

On its website, the authority
told customers it had shifted
premises because it outgrew
the old building and that it
needed “a more modern space
that matches [its} ambition”.

Sources told Times of Malta
| that on the day of the incident,
| the authority’s administration
took all the necessary action to

The bullding in Floriana was old and run down, Inset: Carme! P;c-e.
PHOTOS: CHRIS SANT FOURNIER, MARK ZAMMIT CORDINA

BCA tasked with
ensuring safe
working practices

safeguard workers, offered
them the option to work from
home and CEQ Jesmond Mus-
cat did his utmost to have staff
relocated to the new offices as
500n as possible,

Thank God the
debris fell when
the building was
empty because
some pieces
were big enough

to kill us -

employee

Replying to questions from
Times of Maita a BCA spokesper-
son said: “The BCA has always
ensured the safety of its em-
ployees. When issues were
noted in a part of its old
prémises {as the BCA is now
housed in new premises) imme
diate action was taken. In fact,
BCA employees were first relo-
cated within the existing
premises to ensure their safety
and in the same week an adja-
cent property was acquired
from another government en-
tity to accommaodate the work:
ers accordingly.”

The spokesperson added that
last year the BCA also imple:
mented its plans to completely
relocate to a new property.

New premises were procured
by tender and the relocation of
the BCA has been finatised in the
past two weeks, immediately
after the works on the newprop
erty in Marsa were completed.



