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TITLE:	Resolution calling upon the Alliance of Motion Pictures and Television Producers to engage in good faith negotiations that will result in a fair contract for all Writers Guild of America members


RES. NO. 0729-2023:	By Council Members Farías, De La Rosa, Dinowitz, Sanchez, Brewer, Cabán, Velázquez, Nurse, Menin, Hanif, Krishnan, Louis, Bottcher, Brooks-Powers, Ossé, Powers, and the Public Advocate (Mr. Williams)


TITLE: 	Resolution expressing unwavering support of striking SAG-AFTRA members in their pursuit of a fair and just contract




1. INTRODUCTION 
On August 1, 2023, the Committee on Civil Service and Labor, chaired by Council Member Carmen De La Rosa, heard and voted on Resolution Number 0694-A (Res. No. 694-A), sponsored by Council Member De La Rosa, calling on the Alliance of Motion Pictures and Television Producers (AMPTP) to engage in good faith negotiations that will result in a fair contract for all Writers Guild of America (WGA) members, as well as Resolution Number 0729-2023 (Res. No. 729), sponsored by Council Members Farías and De La Rosa, to express unwavering support of striking SAG-AFTRA members in their pursuit of a fair and just contract, which was heard Preconsidered. Witnesses invited to testify include representatives of the WGA, SAG-AFTRA, and other interested stakeholders. On August 1, 2023, the Committee on Civil Service and Labor passed Res. No. 694-A and Res. No. 729 (then Preconsidered Res. No. ___) with 9 votes in the affirmative, 0 votes in the negative, and 0 abstentions. 

1. BACKGROUND 

The Writers Guild of America (WGA) and the Screen Actors Guild – American Federation of Television and Radio Artists (SAG-AFTRA) are currently on strike to push for the Alliance of Motion Pictures and Television Producers (AMPTP) to negotiate a fair minimum basic agreement for union members. On April 18, 2023, 97.85 percent of WGA members voted to go on strike if they failed to reach an agreement by May 1, 2023, when their prior contract ended.[footnoteRef:1] On May 2, 2023, when negotiations with the AMPTP failed, the WGA went on strike.[footnoteRef:2] Shortly thereafter, on June 5, 2023, 98 percent of SAG-AFTRA members voted to go on strike in the event that their negotiations with the AMPTP failed; having reached no consensus after several discussions, SAG-AFTRA members went on strike on July 14, 2023.[footnoteRef:3] As a result of the strike, more than 175,000 union members are out of work. Furthermore, this number fails to capture the people who contribute to the entertainment business as electricians, caterers, set dressers, directors, or background actors, who are also affected by the work stoppage.[footnoteRef:4] The strike will end when the studios and unions agree on a new contract, and the majority of union members vote to ratify any such agreement.[footnoteRef:5]  [1:  WGA on Strike, Stand With Writers, wgacontract2023 (2023), available at https://www.wgacontract2023.org/take-action/stand-with-writers ]  [2:  Id. ]  [3:  Alissa Wilkinson, Hollywood’s historic double strike, explained. Vox, (July 13, 2023), available at https://www.vox.com/culture/2023/7/13/23793828/sag-aftra-strike-wga-hollywood. (“Wilkinson, Hollywood’s historic double strike, explained.”)]  [4:  Alissa Wilkinson, Hollywood’s writers are on strike. Here’s why that matters., Vox, (July 13, 2023), available at https://www.vox.com/culture/23696617/writers-strike-wga-2023-explained-residuals-streaming-ai. (“Wilkinson, Hollywood’s writers are on strike.”)]  [5:  Mia Galuppo, All the Actors Strike Questions You Were Afraid to Ask, The Hollywood Reporter, (July 20, 2023), available at https://www.hollywoodreporter.com/business/business-news/sag-actors-strike-faq-questions-1235538870/. (“Galuppo”)] 

The WGA is an amalgamation of the Writers Guild of America, East (WGAE) and the Writers Guild of America West (WGAW), and represents 11,500 screenwriters nationwide.[footnoteRef:6] Although the WGAE is based in New York City and the WGAW is based in Los Angeles, the WGA negotiates contracts in unison, and will launch strike actions simultaneously.[footnoteRef:7] The screenwriters represented by the WGA contribute to motion pictures, television, cable, digital media, and broadcast news.[footnoteRef:8]  [6:  Brooks Barnes, Actors’ Strike Won’t Halt 39 Independent Projects, Union Says, New York Times (July 18, 2023), available at https://www.nytimes.com/2023/07/18/business/actors-strike-film-exemptions.html. (“Barnes”)]  [7:  Bob Hopkinson and Jason Gordon, Writers Guild of America Calls Strike, Effective Tuesday, May 2,  Writers Guild of America West (May 1, 2023), available at https://www.wga.org/news-events/news/press/writers-guild-of-america-calls-strike-effective-tuesday-may-2. (“Hopkinson & Gordon”)]  [8:  Id.] 

SAG-AFTRA represents 160,000 members, including those who are media professionals, broadcast journalists, program hosts, background actors, singers, dancers, stunt performers, voiceover artists, and other entertainment workers.[footnoteRef:9] Their current president is Fran Drescher, an actor best known for her role as the titular character from The Nanny, a popular 90’s sitcom.[footnoteRef:10]  [9:  Galuppo.]  [10:  Id.] 

The AMPTP negotiates on behalf of major entertainment producers, including corporations such as Netflix, Disney, Amazon, Discovery-Warner, NBC Universal, Paramount, Sony, and Apple.[footnoteRef:11] By extension, the AMPTP advocates for the interests of CEOs and other top officials of these corporations, including people such as Disney CEO Bob Iger, who recently signed a contract to run Disney through 2026 for roughly $27 million a year.[footnoteRef:12]  [11:  Hopkinson & Gordon.]  [12:  Wilkinson, Hollywood’s historic double strike, explained.] 


1. DEMANDS 

Both the WGA and SAG-AFTRA have articulated similar base concerns surrounding declining pay, residual royalty payments for streaming shows, AI in the entertainment industry, and the extreme discrepancy between profits for entertainment moguls and profits for writers and performers who bring such revenue to fruition.[footnoteRef:13]   [13:  Barnes.] 

A. WGA Concerns and Demands 
	The WGA negotiates contracts for their union members for three-year terms. The WGA’s previous agreement went into effect on May 2, 2020, and expired May 1, 2023. 
The WGA’s previous collective bargaining agreement included the Minimum Basic Agreement (MBA), which established a minimum wage for television and film writers. The MBA only applied to television writers who wrote for broadcast television, not for those who wrote for streaming shows.[footnoteRef:14] In addition to this carve-out, coercive hiring practices have become commonplace, creating a gig economy within the union workforce.[footnoteRef:15] Studios frequently refuse to hire writers under the MBA for streaming comedy-variety shows, choosing instead to negotiate rates individually; this leads to less pay for writers, despite the product and workload being equal to their broadcast-show writer counterparts.[footnoteRef:16]  [14:  Wilkinson, Hollywood’s writers are on strike.]  [15:  Id.]  [16:  Id.] 

	According to a bulletin that the WGA produced this spring ahead of negotiations, the average writer-producer pay has declined 4 percent over the past decade—a 23 percent decline when adjusted for inflation.[footnoteRef:17] Moreover, the median screenwriter pay has remained stagnant since 2018, which reflects a 14 percent decline when adjusted for inflation.[footnoteRef:18] This decrease in pay, particularly in light of increased costs of living, is in stark contrast to overall industry profits, which have increased from $5 billion to $30 billion between 2000 and 2021.[footnoteRef:19] [17:  Id. ]  [18:  Id.]  [19:  Id.] 

	Residuals are royalty payments that screenwriters can receive if they have a writing credit on a show that airs multiple times.[footnoteRef:20] Historically, royalties have been a substantial part of a writer’s income for broadcast television.[footnoteRef:21] In the new age of media streaming, screenwriters receive far less residual payments and are excluded from a bulk of the profits that streaming services, such as Netflix or Apple TV, generate.[footnoteRef:22]  [20:  Id.]  [21:  Id.]  [22:  Id.] 

	New innovations in AI technology have created a host of novel issues for the entertainment industry. While many features are helpful as tools used for research purposes or to stimulate brainstorming efforts, there is a very real concern that AI programs like ChatGPT could, would, and are being used as a cheaper tool to replace the skills of screenwriters.[footnoteRef:23]    [23:  Id.] 

B. SAG-AFTRA Concerns and Demands 
	Many of the concerns expressed by the WGA have been echoed by SAG-AFTRA, particularly with respect to inadequate wages and insufficient residual payments from work on streaming shows.[footnoteRef:24] Agitation from union members’ declining pay is intensified when entertainment moguls’ salaries are considered: the average pay for a top Hollywood executive was $28 million in 2021, which was a 53 percent increase from 2018.[footnoteRef:25]  [24:  Mia Sato, An influencer’s guide to the writers and actors strikes, The Verge, (July 21, 2023), available at https://www.theverge.com/23802895/sag-aftra-writers-guild-strikes-hollywood-influencer-rules.]  [25:  Wilkinson, Hollywood’s historic double strike, explained.] 

	Only 12.7 percent of the 160,000 SAG-AFTRA members make the annual $26,470 needed to qualify for union health insurance, thus leaving thousands uninsured.[footnoteRef:26]  Additionally, SAG actors only made a median salary of $46,960 in 2021, which was far below the median U.S. income of $70,784.[footnoteRef:27] [footnoteRef:28]     [26:  Galuppo. ]  [27:  Id.]  [28:  Income in the United States: 2021, Census.gov (September 13, 2022), available at https://www.census.gov/library/publications/2022/demo/p60-276.html#:~:text=Real%20median%20household%20income%20was,and%20Table%20A%2D1). ] 

	Union concerns regarding the increased capabilities of AI technology are particularly pronounced when it comes to new software that can be trained on actors’ likenesses or voices, and then used to generate new performances (both on-screen and in voice-over roles).[footnoteRef:29] Yet, despite these new programs that threaten actors’ livelihoods, the AMPTP has refused to address union members’ related apprehension. SAG-AFTRA leadership has proposed creating guidelines around acceptable uses of AI, protecting members against AI misuse, and imposing consent and fair-compensation requirements for any work done that is used to train AI systems to create new performances.[footnoteRef:30] However, AMPTP negotiators have remained unresponsive to such proposals.[footnoteRef:31]    [29:  Wilkinson, Hollywood’s historic double strike, explained.]  [30:  Id.]  [31:  Id.] 

In addition to all of the above concerns, most of which are shared with the WGA, the SAG-AFTRA negotiators have a unique request: limiting the use of self-tape auditions. Self-tape auditions are where an actor films themselves performing a scene on their own time, uncompensated, and then sends the tape to producers.[footnoteRef:32] This practice is costly for performers, and imposes an unnecessary burden on their craft.[footnoteRef:33] [32:  Wilkinson, Hollywood’s historic double strike, explained.]  [33:  Id.] 

1. EFFECTS ON NEW YORK CITY 
The entertainment industry has a significant presence in New York City, providing employment to over 185,000 New Yorkers, and contributing 6.5 percent to the City’s annual gross domestic product.[footnoteRef:34] At a time when the cost of living in New York City has soared, with the Bureau of Labor Statistics reporting a 6 percent increase in consumer prices between January 2022 and January 2023, WGA and SAG-AFTRA members seek a fair living wage and adequate health care options.[footnoteRef:35] In addition to thousands of people being out of work, strikes are costly to the local economy.[footnoteRef:36]   [34:  Doug Williams and Alecia Reid, SAG-AFTRA strike expected to impact New York, CBSNews.com, (July 13, 2023), available at https://www.cbsnews.com/newyork/news/sag-aftra-actors-strike-new-york/.]  [35:  Greg David, New York Area Inflation Stuck at 6%, The City, (Feb. 14, 2023), available at https://www.thecity.nyc/economy/2023/2/14/23600299/new-york-inflation-office-occupancy.]  [36:  Wilkinson, Hollywood’s writers are on strike.] 



1. CONCLUSION

At the hearing, the Committee heard testimony regarding the concerns of the WGA and SAG-AFTRA members, to better understand the positions of the AMPTP that have contributed to the current impasse in negotiations.   

Res. No. 694-A

..Title
Resolution calling upon the Alliance of Motion Pictures and Television Producers to engage in good faith negotiations that will result in a fair contract for all Writers Guild of America members
..Body

By Council Members De La Rosa, Louis, Richardson Jordan, Farías, Brannan, Hanif, Restler, Hudson, Ung, Avilés, Brooks-Powers, Dinowitz, Velázquez, Sanchez, Brewer, Cabán, Nurse, Menin, Abreu, Marte, Schulman, Ossé, Rivera, Krishnan, Gennaro, Gutiérrez, Won, Hanks, Bottcher, Powers, Riley, and the Public Advocate (Mr. Williams). 

Whereas, The Writers Guild of America, East (WGAE) and the Writers Guild of America West (WGAW), jointly referred to as the WGA, represent over 11,500 writers in film and television across the country, who are currently without a contract and on strike; and
Whereas, Despite many weeks at the bargaining table, the Alliance of Motion Pictures and Television Producers (AMPTP), which represents major companies including Disney, NBC Universal, Paramount, Netflix, Apple, and Amazon, rejected a range of reasonable WGA proposals essential to sustaining and stabilizing the industry; and
Whereas, Writers have had their earnings decline as much as 23%, inflation adjusted, in the last ten years while studio, network, and streaming profits soared; and
Whereas, Media companies have taken advantage of the industry’s transition to global streaming by forcing writers to work for less money, over shorter periods, with few opportunities for advancement; and
Whereas, As a result, writers are facing the greatest assault on their compensation and working conditions in a generation, while their employers collected almost $30 billion in profits every year from 2017 to 2021; and
	Whereas, Many tens of thousands of creative professionals work in the film and television industry in New York, and the City has a profound interest in maintaining the industry’s workforce; and 
Whereas, Writers are the lifeblood of the entertainment industry, and without their skills and abilities the industry would have no product to produce, narratives to direct, or stories to share; now, therefore, be it
Resolved, That the Council of the City of New York calls upon the Alliance of Motion Pictures and Television Producers to engage in good faith negotiations that will result in a fair contract for all Writers Guild of America members.
LS 13708
07/31/23
EA/RO


Res. No. 729

Resolution expressing unwavering support of striking SAG-AFTRA members in their pursuit of a fair and just contract.

By Council Members Farías, De La Rosa, Dinowitz, Sanchez, Brewer, Cabán, Velzáquez, Nurse, Menin, Hanif, Krishnan, Louis, Bottcher, Brooks-Powers, Ossé, Powers, and the Public Advocate (Mr. Williams). 

Whereas, The Screen Actors Guild-American Federation of Television and Radio Artists (SAG-AFTRA) represents 32,000 actors, performers, broadcasters, recording artists, and other media professionals working in New York State’s entertainment industry, who are currently on strike without a contract; and
Whereas, The film and television industry in New York City is a pivotal economic driver, generating substantial revenue and providing numerous job opportunities for local residents; and
Whereas, The success of the film and television industry in New York City is inextricably linked to the talent, dedication, and hard work of the SAG-AFTRA members; and
Whereas, SAG-AFTRA plays a crucial role to ensure equitable treatment of their members within the film and television industry; and
Whereas, SAG-AFTRA has been diligently negotiating a new contract with the Alliance of Motion Pictures and Television Producers (AMTP) to address the needs and concerns of its members, including increased minimum pay rates, increased streaming residuals, improved working conditions, and guarantees about how artificial intelligence will be used in productions; and 
Whereas, SAG-AFTRA has stressed that new developments in the entertainment industry associated with the proliferation of streaming platforms and the use of generative AI should not be used to devalue actors who create productions; and
Whereas, The AMTP must engage in a good-faith dialogue with SAG-AFTRA because a fair resolution remains crucial to maintaining the livelihoods of the talented professionals within the industry; and
Whereas, SAG-AFTRA members play a vital role in the success and prosperity of the film and television industry in New York City; and 
Whereas, The fundamental right of workers to organize, collectively bargain, and strike must be acknowledged and protected to ensure that workers are treated with dignity and respect; now, therefore, be it,
Resolved, That the Council of the City of New York expresses unwavering support of striking SAG-AFTRA members in their pursuit of a fair and just contract.

LS #14051
7/20/23
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