Interview with Jun Sugawara of Animator

Supporters

Interviewed by Manga Writer-Artist Queenie Chan for the ACA Conference on the 19th
November 2022

Note: For readability, the questions are presented in highlighted yellow.
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Hello everyone!

I'm Jun Sugawara from Animator Supporters!

For decades, Japanese animators have suffered as a result of low wages.

We’re a non-profit organization dedicated to solving this issue from the perspective of
the fans.

Up to now, we've supplied financially struggling, talented animators with housing
assistance through the Animator Dormitory. Since last year, we’ve also begun producing
animated music videos in an effort to make substantial improvements to animators’ low
wages. To create these music videos, we’ve made a brand new production workflow
that’s completely separate from conventional methodologies.

Introduction Video (3:20 min):
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1CANO7MVCDt2CYHMJfS8RtqoLakuMQGeX3/view
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Regarding Anime Production Committees

1) In order to make an anime in Japan, you have to form a production
committee (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sIGdiAOYkdw). These are
groups of corporations (such as gaming, tourism, distributors, or manga
publishers) that can financially benefit from the anime. This committee then
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hires an animation studio, and gives them a flat fee. Please explain this
process in detail, and how it contributes to the low pay of animators.
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One episode of your standard TV anime (25 minutes) costs about 135,000 USD to
produce in Japan. This is a really low budget, but be that as it may, 1, 12 episode
season of anime comes out to about 1,800,000 USD.

Now say you're a small animation studio, assuming your show becomes a big hit,
this is great news. But now imagine that it’s a total flop and you can’t recoup your
money. In a lot of cases, that would lead to major losses, including the closure of
your studio.

Production Committees were devised for the purpose of avoiding this risk. By
multiple companies shouldering the burden of a production budget, they’re all
able to mitigate risk.

For example, that 1,800,000 USD budget could now be split up across 10
companies that each invest 180,00 USD.

Then, the profits from each entities’ portion of the investment would be divvied
out.
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As such, the production committee investment style is extremely good at risk
avoidance, but at the same time, it comes with some not so great side effects.
That is, depending on the amount invested, there’s power imbalances as far as
who has say over what the end product looks like.

An easy to understand comparison could be the power dynamic between a
publicly traded company and its investors.

It’s fair to say that the highest shareholder typically holds the most authoritative
voice, right?

There’s a similar power balance with production committees.

ZOTRYEZ B 277 OUgE Db RERWIE

OEWEZ B 2D 7= ADHNWES I TORD THERE DR H 7223 T,
FERZT =A% HIET BB OFHES X (S OB/ NS TR/ o) [l
EZEBE A TWRWERZWO T, FERIZEAT 2R SHENDHYET A,

ZLU T, BUROHIEE 1L, (BOROT =AHiER L LT85 EERIC LB 5 D 1/
2, LA E o T /ARE L1 DY EH A,

The worst effects that production committees have are

1) The production budgets that are handed down from the committees to the
studios are extremely low.

Actually, since most anime studios are so small in scale and don’t have much in
the way of operating funds, they can’t afford to be on the committee. This means
that they have no say in the budget of the shows they’re contracted to create.

In some cases, modern anime production budgets (when compared to Western
animation budgets) are actually only Y2, or sometimes even ¥4 of the necessary
size.
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These cheap production budgets are the primary reason for animators’ low
wages.

And, the worst part is, there’s currently no effective way to actually fix this issue.



2) Production committees pay a flat fee to anime studios, then reap all the profits
with merchandising, foreign licensing, etc. So, how does an animation
studio continue to make money off an anime once it has been made (if
any such pathway even exists)?
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The only payment that anime studios receive is the (very small) production
budget handed down from the committees.

Even if a show becomes a box-office hit and generates tremendous profits, the
profits only go to the production committee and not to the studio who made the
show.

Q: So to clarify, most animation production studios are small businesses, and
they operate on a “work-for-hire” basis, where they are hired to work on once-off
projects and that’s it. They do not get ANY of the residuals from sales of anything
else related to the anime, whether it be DVD sales, streaming services,
merchandise, etc. Is that correct? (I ask because some English-language
anime production videos I've watched claim that anime studios pay money to
Japanese TV channels to air their anime, and then make money off DVD sales.
Many people in the west believe this. If this is not true, please clarify it here.)
DED NFEAEDT = ARERAZ AN N R ATHY | T ey =/ MNIFEFES
N5H R THEEINTNDHDTT R, DVDRAN —IU 7P —E R @iRE, 20T
ZRCEETAHLPEHDDIE Enn, A2 AT UG ENTEEEA,
ZAUTIELWTLEID ?

A: 25T R, MIEZ B -HIESEEWVORIE T, filfEstL, filfEE LS bid
MILIBOR FE A,

That’s correct. The only thing studios get is the money, called “production
budgets,” that are passed down from the committees.



3) There are some bigger animation studios like Studio Ghibli (creator of many
classics such as "Laputa", "Spirited Away", etc) that can sit on production
committees themselves, and earn more. Why don't more animation
production studios try to be on production committees?
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Most studios themselves are just fundamentally too small to pull this off.

The amount of anime studios that are large enough to join a production
committee, say for example Toei or TOM’S, are few and far between.

Most anime studios are small to mid-sized businesses, tiny in comparison to
those on the committees.

Basically, most studios aren’t big enough and don’t have enough capital to join.
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Hayao Miyazaki and Isao Takahata were among those who actively engaged in
union activities during their time at Toei Animation. However, since industrial
unions are not as common in Japan as they are in the West, they were ultimately
unable to create the kind of working environment they envisioned through their
union involvement.

Their ideal working environment (paying fixed wages to animators, etc.) would
be realized at Ghibli many years later.

Labor unions in Japan have traditionally been ineffective for animators, so
creating an ethical company is perhaps one of the most effective solutions to the
issues of low wages.

However, a company like Ghibli is a rare exception made possible by two
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geniuses, Hayao Miyazaki (a genius director) and Toshio Suzuki (a genius
producer). It’s very difficult to reproduce that kind of success.
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Having said that, I think it’s essential for Japanese anime studios to create
original works that they themselves own the rights to in order to survive into the
future.

The immense popularity of anime has caused many big Western media
companies to take notice. Netflix notably started producing their own original
anime, and now Disney too, which has caused a big increase in the number of
anime being produced. Unfortunately, this has NOT caused a rise in animator
wages though, as this article says
(https://www.cbr.com/netflix-accused-underpaying-anime-teams/), as Netflix
has been accused of underpaying animators. Clearly, more anime being
produced and consumed globally has not raised animator pay, despite
the funding and initiative coming from outside Japan. What do you
think is the fundamental problem?
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The stories about Netflix are connected to the second undesirable effect of
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production committees.

With the production committee system, authority over the product changes
hands according to whoever has the majority of stake in the product, right? So,
many investors who’ve been in anime for a long time tend to be very reluctant
about having outside entities invest large sums of money into their projects.
(That would cause these traditional investors to lose control over the project as
they’d no longer have the largest share in the production).

So essentially, large investments from foreign companies aren’t used to lovingly
produce a single work of anime, but rather, are divided up amongst many cheaply
made anime.

You can hear more about this in a YouTube video by Toshio Okada and director
Hiroshi Yamamoto, so please see that video for more details.

Toshio Okada’s Youtube Channel (OTAKING) -
https://www.yvoutube.com/@toshiookadao701/videos
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Western Distribution of Anime - Monopolies and
Censorship

1) You have expressed a desire for Japanese animation studios to connect directly
with foreign anime fans, and raise money that way. However, despite the
decades-long existence of the global anime fandom, it wasn't until the past
decade that legal means for global anime streaming has appeared. Previously,
most anime was pirated, which led to a loss of income - so it's interesting to see
that US company Crunchyroll, the biggest global source of anime streaming, used
to be a pirated anime site. What do you think is stopping Japanese
animation studios from directly setting up websites to raise money in
the West? (Is it foreign language-speaking staff and the cost? A lack of
knowledge of Western audiences? A lack of marketing reach? etc)
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The Japanese anime industry doesn’t really take foreign sales very seriously.

This is because Japan has a population of 120 million, which is already a fairly
sizable audience to sell to. In other words, they’ve been able to get by on domestic
demand alone until now.

Basically, Japanese animation is made for a Japanese market.

This COULD be counted as a good thing in some respects, because it gives anime
a certain uniqueness.

However, going forward, I don’t think it would be wise for the industry to take the
easy way out and underpay workers; the industry should be more proactive in
attracting overseas fans.

I think that we should retain the good, unique aspects of Japanese animation
while accounting the presence of overseas fans.
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For example, few studios have English-language social media accounts, and even
if they did, I don't think ANY studios have social media for Spanish or Portuguese
speakers, the next largest languages in the anime fandom.

I think this just goes to show that studios aren’t properly considering the
potential overseas sales.

Q: Studio Trigger seems to have done a Patreon

(https://www.patreon.com/TRIGGER) with some success. They have

live-drawing streams that can be used to raise money for their patrons. Would
you consider doing a Patreon as well so Animator Supporters can get monthly
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donations as well? Do you think Patreon is a good place to start for many smaller
anime studios, since it is a monthly subscription rather than a once-off

fund- raiser'?
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Trigger is a relatively new studio, so they’re more open minded when it comes to
this sort of thing. I know they even go to overseas anime events and such and I
think this is the attitude that all studios should have.

Studios need to increase their revenue streams rather than taking the easy way
out by lowering expenditure.

While animators’ low wages stem from various different issues, the largest of
those issues are production committees. There’s no way to immediately fix the
production committee system, so what studios need to focus on right now is how
they can produce anime without them.

And also, we actually already have a PATREON, at

https://www.patreon.com/AnimatorDormitory!

There has been a recent bunch of mergers involving global anime distributors.
Crunchyroll and Funimation merged, and both are now owned by Sony, one of
the largest media companies in the world. This is monopolization of global anime
distribution, and has many fans concerned, due to its potential for censorship,
which has already happened Recently

ducts -after-being-acquired- by crunchyroll/), US anime merchandlse company
RightStuf was bought by Crunchyroll, and immediately dropped all 18+

merchandise to many people's ire. What is your and Japan's views of
western censorship?
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Regarding anime distribution, I wonder how KADOKAWA is going to fair with
their attempt at global expansion. Really though, I just wish that the whole world
could use D-Anime Store (https://animestore.docomo.ne.jp/animestore/tp _pc -
a popular Japanese streaming service). (I'm only half joking).

I think that the current situation overseas is happening due to a lack of interest in
breaking into foreign markets on the part of Japan.

We need a better approach to stuff like this going forward.

For that, I'd really like to see people in positions of power who genuinely care
about the world-wide market.
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Working Conditions for Animators

1) You've mentioned that unionisation is a possible way for Japanese animators to
raise their wages. However, many western companies are not in favour of
unionisation. Most recently, Crunchyroll fired the English voice actor of Mob
from the popular anime "Mob Psycho 100" for being a unionised voice actor - it
wasn't actually over money, just over the fact that he wanted a union contract
(https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yAuyyZhUtew). What is the situation
within Japan regarding unionisation?
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Unfortunately, union activism is more difficult in Japan than in the West. For
starters, industrial unions themselves are not as common in Japan as they are in
the West. When we speak of labor unions in Japan, we mean "corporate unions,"
which belong to the companies. Corporate unions are very weak union style, and
they’re actually prohibited by law in Europe and the United States because they
benefit corporations too much.

Making improvements through unionizations is much more difficult of a task in
Japan. Even Hayao Miyazaki and Isao Takahata had little success.

Due to the massive increase in anime being produced and the lack of animators
in Japan, anime studios have turned to Twitter to hire international anime artists
to fill the gap. Many of these people may be talented but lack experience, and due
to the low pay and burnout conditions, many have started telling people to not
work for the Japanese anime industry
(https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fX8ayMOtibE - 8:00 min mark). What is
a better and fairer way for global animators to work in the Japanese
anime industry?
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I would not recommend Japan as a place to work unless you are still able to get
paid a decent salary.

Japan is really a great place to live, with good food, safety, and easy access to a
huge amount of manga, anime, and other great content, but the working
environment is often quite brutal, so I cannot recommend Japan as a place to
work as of yet.

However, we at Animator Supporters have a great interest in making it easier for
foreign animators to work in the Japanese animation industry. This is one of the
things we would like to work on in the near future.

We welcome overseas animators to join our staff for our anime short films, such
as the music video we're working on now. Please apply if you think you'd be a

good fit. Our site is: http://animatorsupporters.com/

It is interesting that in your longer video, you mention that China is now paying
their animators better than Japan does. This has led to Japanese animators
leaving to work in China. Do you personally know of any animators who
left for other countries? How will it affect the industry in the long
run?
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It's not so much that Japanese are going overseas, it's more like people are


http://animatorsupporters.com/

coming to work for Chinese companies built in Japan!

At first glance, this seems like a good thing for Japanese animators since they can
make a living in Japan while earning a better salary, but Japan has had similar
technological exodus in the past with home appliances that didn’t turn out so
well, so I'm a bit concerned still.

Japanese companies have a history of not valuing technically skilled employees,
so a large number of engineers went to China and Korea, resulting in the loss of
market share in consumer electronics.

I hope the same mistake won’t happen again to the anime industry...

T = ALES A E B ARBUR
Anime, Foreign Competition and the Japanese
Government

1. Given the complex nature of the problem regarding low pay in
Japanese anime, is direct government intervention possible? Recently,
"Love Hina" Manga creator Ken Akamatsu was elected to Japan's House of
Councillors. Akamatsu has always been outspoken about freedom of artistic
expression, and he ran on a platform of anti-censorship for Japan's manga and
anime industry. Do you think political figures like Akamatsu can be an
ally in this fight?
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I had the impression that Akamatsu-sensei was more of a liberal, so I was a bit
surprised to see that he joined a conservative party, but I guess it means that he
chose a more realistic path to achieve what he wanted.
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Since Akamatsu-sensei's initiatives tend to lean more towards fighting for



freedom of expression, it’s unlikely that he will be a major champion for higher
wages for animators.
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I do think that legal reform could be one effective way at handling the issue
though.
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For example, long work hours and unpaid overtime time have improved
significantly thanks to the efforts of Shinzo Abe’s cabinet and their work reform
program.
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Since the anime industry is so conservative, it’s not likely to address its issues
internally. Therefore, improvements through legal reform is one area that I think
shows high promise.

I believe this sort of approach is being taken by JAniCA (Japan Animation
Creators Association).

However, it takes a very long time to make changes to the law, and in some cases,
changes made may not even apply to the animation industry. The industry just
has a lot of unique quirks. (For example, Shinzo Abe’s reform really helped those
on the production management end of things where people are hired as full-time
employees, but not the animators as they're typically hired on outsourcing
contracts...). The hurdles are very high and there’s never any certainty that things
will go as planned.
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In addition, since the Liberal Democratic Party's policies are moving toward
basically reducing the number of full-time employees and promoting non-regular



labor, improving the working environment for animators on outsourcing
contracts could possibly be difficult through legislative reforms.

. Due to anime's popularity, it is increasingly being treated like a brand rather than
a cultural product from a specific country. Like Netflix' "Castlevania" and China's
"Heaven's Official Blessing", anime-like works are increasingly being produced
outside Japan. Likewise, China and Korea both have government-funded
animation industries that are specifically tailored to compete with Japan's
animation dominance. The Japanese government is also aware of the
value of anime/manga - since 2002, the Japanese government has
announced "Cool Japan" (https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cool Japan)
as an initiative to promote Japanese cultural products on the global
stage. What has the Japanese government done for the anime
industry since 2002? Can they do more?
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The Cool Japan Organization, a public-private fund, has accumulated a deficit of
over 200 million USD and is now being considered for closure.

There are some relatively decent policies implemented by the Japanese
government, such as the Agency for Cultural Affairs' "Young Animator
Development Project," but even this "Young Animator Development Project” may
provide public works support to production companies, but it does not support
animators in the field. I don't think it is helping the animators on the frontline.

Basically, I have the impression that the government's policies are a bit
misaligned with our goals....

In contrast, I hear that countries such as China are providing quite generous
support for animation production, so there is much to worry about in this area as
well.

Since the level of perfection of Chinese games in recent years, such as "Genshin
Impact," has been very high, I think that if this trend continues, Japanese
animation may be in trouble.

In the span of 10 or 20 years, I think it is quite possible that Japanese animation
will be in decline because of the loss of market share.

I welcome the creation of new content, but I do not want to see the decline of
Japanese animation.

Q: 3. Animator Supporters are looking to do music videos mostly, but have they
thought about adapting short, existing works of manga or western comics? Or
even popular prose fiction stories? Or producing and selling your own
manga/prose fiction? Since manga publishers like those for Shonen Jump
(Shueisha) are often sitting on the production committees, and the anime
produced can often boost manga/light novel sales in the overseas market, is that
something you have considered?
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Of course. Our ultimate goal is to create story-based works. Japan is home to
some amazing manga, and we’d like to adapt one of these amazing stories in the
future.

I think that, when we make an adaption, I’d like to be something a bit older — a
great manga that never got the light of day rather than an already successful,
modern Shonen Jump hit.

How to Help Animator Supporters
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The New Animator Dormitory is a dormitory where qualified new animators can live for
less than 250 dollars per month (including utilities and internet) in order to support
them during their first three years of hardest living.

In addition, last year we started producing anime short films such as our music videos in
order to improve the low wage problem.

By actually making anime first hand, we’re able to recognize aspects of the modern
anime production process that may be out-dated and/or inefficient and we hope to
benefit from this information as we adapt our production strategies going forward
towards making for better content.

If we're successful in funding this next project (now called “Blue Runway”), then we’ll be
able to hire new animators (who we hand-pick based on merit and talent) in-house,
under full-time salaries, and with full-time benefits.

We'll also be able to hire a veteran animation director to oversee the project, supporting
the animators and ensuring that development of the music video goes smoothly.

The current projection for our anime studio is that we’ll be able to open it in about 2-3
years.

At this stage, we are still in the process of training our staff, so we are not yet able to
produce high quality work, but we plan to gradually improve the quality of our work as
we produce more and more films.
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Currently, we have the know-how and connections to produce animated works that are
only a few minutes in length.

Also, at the student stage, we are able to determine a person's technical ability and
aptitude as an animator quite accurately (we can determine in advance who will do well
in the future). (It is possible to determine in advance who will do well in the future.)
*For the past 11 years, we have had the know-how to select the best newcomers for
housing support through the New Animator Award.

https://animator.main.jp/prize 2023.html

If you look at what has happened to past Animator of the Year award winners, you will
see that this is quite accurate.

We would like to hire talented new animators to produce music videos and other short
animation works under the supervision of veteran animation directors, with the goal of

opening an animation studio with a good working environment in the near future.

Currently, we are trying to make an anime music video "Blue Ranway" with a song by
Aya Hirano, known for her role as Haruhi in "The Melancholy of Haruhi Suzumiya.

Please support us by crowdfunding on Gogetfunding!
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