
GREEN FILMMAKING
A  C A S E  S T U D Y  I N  S U S TA I N A B L E  P R O D U C T I O N  P R A C T I C E S

“ C AT C A L L S ”
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Sustainability is about ensuring that the impact of an activity will not jeopardise the continuation of that activity.   

The environmental impact of filmmaking is intensive, but reducing waste and creating a deeper awareness                          
of sustainability could generate economic benefits and contribute in the fight against climate change. 

An industry-wide transition to sustainable practices would see the film industry ahead of environmental 
standards introduced to various  other commercial, retail and manufacturing industries. 

Filmmaking places a huge demand on various resources through the powering and manufacturing of equipment, 
set construction, costume, make-up and art department materials, practical special effects, to name a few. There 
are also the transport needs and catering services for large crews to consider.  

 A designated crew member is key to ensure simple sustainability policies, e.g. waste separation, are implemented 
on the production. Depending on budget and scale, this crew member could form part of the production team or 
the locations team, or operate as a distinct head of department (HOD), co-ordinating with other HODs for clear 
communication and optimal outcomes.  

INTRODUCTION
W H AT  I S  G R E E N  F I L M M A K I N G ?



CATCALLS, a short horror film, funded under The Irish Film Board/Bord Scannán na hÉireann 2016/2017 Focus short film scheme assigned Jonathan Victory, a graduate of the 
Filmbase Master’s programme, to a role called “Sustainability Manager”.  Victory met with CATCALLS producer Aoife Kelly from the earliest stages of pre-production to discuss 
opportunities to reduce the production’s environmental impact. 

CATCALLS was shot entirely at night in several locations including; interior & exterior suburban house, exterior takeaway and exterior roads. Shooting at night required huge 
amounts of high-energy lighting. It was decided early on that we would advise the lighting department to use energy-efficient LEDs and HMIs where possible. With the 
resources freely available to us, we were aware that it may not be possible to conduct a comprehensive review of lighting consumption, but that we could attempt to monitor 
generator and other fuel usage throughout the production stage.  

Our main location had a suitable unit base nearby, and generally all locations were contained to one area of North Dublin which automatically reduced the amount of 
travelling to and from set for all personnel and equipment. The unit base provided us with a secure location to store our production’s waste for collection from a waste 
disposal company. We hired Panda Waste Management to provide us with large 1100 litre containers and to collect them following production wrap. This allowed us to 
organise waste separation on-set with three labelled, colour-coded bins; one for recycling, one for composting and one for general waste. 

Aside from waste reduction, the area that presented the most opportunity for savings was catering. Since red meat is far more environmentally impactful than alternatives like 
poultry or fish, it was agreed that this caterer would provide a vegan dish with a poultry or fish option.  We identified an opportunity to reduce catering waste whereby crew 
members would receive a name-marked reusable cup for hot and cold drinks.  

We also wanted to organise a carpool and monitor fuel use by cars and the on-set generator. Auditing the carbon footprint of the production is something we wanted to do 
and there are online tools for this available to productions in other jurisdictions such as BAFTA’s Albert calculator. However, this tool was based on UK grid measurements and 
would not be applicable to an Irish context. No such calculator currently exists for the Irish production sector.  

Similarly, we advised all HODs to explore what eco-friendly alterations they could make in their department. The makeup and practical effects team were advised on the use of 
latex, plastics, and as a team we weighed up what was possible to do within our limited budget. The sustainability manager went on location scouts and attended production 
meetings to establish friendly communication with all HODs from early on in the process and to learn additional context in which sustainability measures must be organised.  

What follows is an evaluation of the sustainability policies implemented on this production.
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 CATCALLS
I N T R O D U C I N G  S U S TA I N A B L E  P O L I C I E S



Most Irish companies selling biodegradable utensils for catering were only offering 
them in bulk orders beyond the scope of CATCALLS to afford. Disappointingly, the 
market doesn’t seem set up to provide these for short-term film or commercial 
productions with budgetary constraints. It would be immensely helpful if caterers 
themselves could provide this option.  

On this occasion, the caterer was able to hire household plates and cutlery which then 
was collected and washed at unit base after each meal. The soup and sandwich meals 
presented other problems with styrofoam cups for soup being unsuitable for recycling. 
These cups would often have to be retrieved from recycling bins to be placed in 
general waste. An economical alternative that was biodegradable would have been 
much more preferable. The same could be said of our disposable coffee cups since 
budgetary constraints precluded biodegradable ones and the fact that many cups 
consist mostly but not entirely of recyclable material added to confusion. As for the 
reusable cups for crew members; this was very much welcomed by all involved and 
was a great token to remind crew of our sustainable ambitions on set. However, due to 
schedule changes and the requirement of additional crew, not everyone had an 
individual reusable cup, hence why styrofoam and disposable options were brought to 
set last minute. 

REUSABLE MATERIALS

P E R F O R M A N C E
R E V I E W

Crew members were not required to report their fuel usage in transport, although this 
could be practiced on future productions. The consumption of diesel fuel by the on-set 
generator was recorded to be 240 litres, with 65 litres going towards on-road travel and 
175 litres going towards powering equipment. The Sustainable Energy Authority of 
Ireland estimates that for every litre of diesel used, it results in 2.68kg of carbon dioxide 
being released into the atmosphere.  Using their online calculator, the carbon emissions 
from our generator were calculated to be approximately 644kg from 2,440 kWh of power. 
The possibility of carbon off-setting should be considered on productions with viable 
budget and resources.  

The production co-ordinator was tasked with organising a carpool among crew members 
so that carbon emissions from getting to and from set would be minimised. In practice, 
crew members’ homes were spread out across counties Dublin and Wicklow, leaving a lot 
of crew members to conclude that being responsible for their own transport was the 
most reliable option. However, most crew did travel to and from set in numbers and the 
carpooling plan was received well by all cast & crew.  

FUEL USAGE & CARPOOLING
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This approach was largely accommodated by HODs working 
within the constraints they had to meet. For example, the 
costume department was able to source a majority of its 
clothes from second-hand outlets. On the other hand, some 
items of clothes had to be bought from chain store Penney’s 
and the design of the creature suit incorporated silicone 
fixtures on a Lycra bodysuit. Lycra is a material sourced from 
petro-chemicals but there was no clear alternative 
available. Examining the environmental impact of raw 
materials for every item used by production was not 
considered feasible for the purposes of this study. However, 
the role of sustainability manager was largely welcomed 
and encouraged by crew.

URGE HODs TO REDUCE 
ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACT

WASTE SEPARATION
In the end, 65kg went to general waste (48.15%), 57kg went 
to recycling (42.22%) and 13kg went to composting (9.63%). 
In total, 51.85% of our waste was diverted from general 
waste and repurposed. We were also able to “upcycle” 
wooden panels used by the Art Department by donating 
them to a community arts centre. General waste also 
avoided the landfill. Panda arranged for our general waste 
to be incinerated for grid power. While this produces its 
own greenhouse gas emissions, that ecological impact is 
weighed against the benefit of avoiding landfills, in lieu of 
better waste-to-energy options. This is a substantial 
accomplishment for a first attempt at organising 
responsible waste collection. Although our bins were 
regularly monitored and replaced by the sustainability 
manager, a more substantive set-up in a well-lit area could 
have been more effective.

Aside from catering, production bought in snacks which 
were not measured for potential environmental impact - 
the source of the food, how to dispose of packaging etc. 
Our caterer provided us with an array of soup and 
sandwiches and a hot meal each shooting day. The hot 
meal consisted of a vegan option and a poultry/fish 
option. The catering was largely satisfactory to the crew 
until some specifically requested red meat. Therefore on 
the final day of shooting beef bourguignon was provided 
to crew. Film productions limiting the use of red meat to 
even one or two days a week would constitute 
significant savings in environmental impact, as would 
catering utensils that were reusable or biodegradable.

CATERING

P E R F O R M A N C E
R E V I E W
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On the whole, this was a positive experience for the crew to be introduced to the concept of                     
a sustainability manager and was welcomed by all involved. Planning is of crucial importance 
however and often with short films of this scale, many things have to be organised at short notice. 

By far,  on-set waste separation and catering were the areas where we made the most difference. 
When it came to other objectives, it was frustrating to see how little was available on the Irish 
market for a reasonable price. Broader industries need to change along with the film industry to 
provide ease of access to sustainable options. There should also be effective reduction and reuse of 
materials before recycling.  

Analysis of what is available on the market should form the basis of a database available to film 
productions. Time was lost in research trying to source eco-conscious companies who could be listed 
together in one place to make planning sustainability for film productions easier. This has already 
been done in other jurisdictions, the Producers’ Guild of America database in the United States being 
a notable example. 

We would conclude however that sustainability is a worthwhile endeavour for the film industry that 
encourages producers to think economically, encourages crew members to behave more responsibly 
and explores the untapped potential of Ireland’s ‘green’ sector to collaborate with the Irish film 
industry.

REFLECTIONS
W H AT  W E  L E A R N E D
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All productions should assign a crew member to set, implement and monitor sustainable policies. 

All productions offices should assign a member of staff the responsibility of monitoring environmental 
standards. 

We can encourage businesses to offer cost-effective packages for short-term film productions on areas 
relating to consumption e.g. biodegradable utensils, water coolers etc. We should also encourage 
recycling centres to be more affordable for film productions disposing of waste with them. 

Lobby for sustainable policies at Government level, in particular, to mitigate climate change, to 
incentivise green filmmaking and to set a standard practice for our waste management solutions. 

A full-time Sustainability Officer could be appointed to the Irish Film Board/Bord Scannán na hÉireann 
and to the Broadcasting Authority of Ireland. This role would oversee development of official 
sustainability policies and guidelines, research services offered by green businesses and list them in a 
user-friendly and accessible database. They could also oversee the creation of a carbon-calculator that’s 
accessible for all Irish film productions. 

Regular seminars and forums as well as training and networking opportunities on the subject of 
sustainable practices could be hosted by the nationwide government agencies.  

The British Film Institute now requires productions to submit a sustainability report; this could be 
replicable elsewhere. 

S U S TA I N A B I L I T Y  M A N A G E R ’ S  R E C O M M E N D AT I O N S
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research in this field over the last number of years.      
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