What do you need to know as the handler of an Animal Actor?

(from various sources on the Internet)


Why do I need an agent....Why can't a production company just contact me directly?
Per the Animal Welfare Act, Federal law stipulates that any animal exhibited (live events, film, television, print) must have a USDA Exhibitor's Permit, therefore, production companies must hire a licensed Studio Animal Company which has all necessary permits for any production that involves animals. Though not all do this.  If they don’t, they might also not be adhering to the standards for animal welfare set forth by the American Humane Association (the group that has representatives on site to enable the movie or other media to use the term “no animals were harmed in the making of this ___”.)  Without a rep from AHA on-site (for the entire shoot) that gives his/her approval and written report following strict guidelines, those words cannot be used.
Do professional movie animal trainers need permits or licenses?
Yes, animal trainers hired to provide and handle animals for the film industry in CA need to have a USDA Exhibitors permit, Department of Fish & Game permit, County Animal Regulation permit, City of Los Angeles Animal permit and be a member of Union 399 which has a long waiting list.

Register with an Agency

You can find several online by searching for Animal Actors or Animal Actor Agents. Different agents have different registration processes.  Some might want photos only, others might want video of your pet performing, and others only accept new actors after doing an in-person talent search type show or event. Most do require a small fee. This is unavoidable, and you shouldn't let the fact that the agent is asking you for a registration fee lead you to assume that they are just a scam or a waste of time. You shouldn't pay more than about $25. They will actually provide you with services, which range from the simple posting of your picture in a directory to someone making phone calls on your behalf and trying to scare up work for you. You should try to determine what sort of services they will provide you and judge whether you want to pay the fee accordingly. In this regard, comparison shopping among agencies is probably a good idea, and to save time, try to get as much information as possible about each casting company's services and fees on the internet or over the phone you decide. 


Sadly, some agencies will pull little side-scams on their registrants, such as referring you to an expensive photographer to get a headshot done (from whom they receive a kickback), charging you an inordinate amount of money to have your résumé printed up on "industry standard" paper, or asking you for "front money" for some project in which you would get to work. These things don't necessarily mean the place is a total scam – it just means they're trying to get a little more money out of you. It can be a good idea to get some professional photos of your pet done, but it's not really necessary for most applications.  A good portrait photo with a simple background will usually suffice.  They don’t want photos of you and your pet on the couch.

It is not recommended that you just “show-up” with your pet on a set or stage, you will just be turned away. 

Another possibility is “renting” your pet to an agency.  A professional handler would then be the one doing the handling of your pet on the set or stage.

Know these terms

Blocking
While "blocking" sounds like something you'd find in a hockey movie, it actually refers to the placement of the various actors and extras in a shot. But you can pretend that it's a movie about hockey. When the assistant director tells you it's time to go over the blocking, it means that you have to go and be told where to stand and what to do during the shot. In short, it's what you actually do when the cameras roll.


Marks
"Marks" refer to the specific spot on which your pet is to be during a scene. These are often actual marks, usually made with tape or chalk marks. If the pet is not at the mark, the shot may not be as planned.  You need to know what the term means, i.e., that if someone tells you to "hit your mark" you need to go and put the pet on the mark which should have been pointed out to you earlier.

Assistant Director 
The assistant director, or A.D., is your boss. The A.D. is usually in charge of all the extras, and he or she is the person to whom you need to endear yourself. Assistant directors can help you in all sorts of ways, from not screaming at you and firing your dog to getting you more work on other projects (though your agency has a bigger part in this).


Fitting in and not getting in the way 

Nuts and bolts
If you are registered with an agency, you will be notified when there is a part for your dog. It's very important to try to develop a good relationship with people at the agency, as they can help you to get work by recommending you to casting directors. Be pleasant, but also let them know that you want the work. Be realistic about your schedule.  You must show-up and be ready to go (or be ready to wait around for hours) when they need you there!


The look
Since dogs don't have lines, what is most important is how they look.  Often a dog is chosen for a part based on their talents and training, but it might also require a certain “look”.  There’s not much you can do about this except provide accurate photos of your dog when you register.  But once on set, the job might call for your dog to be dirty or extra clean or wear a prop.  Unless told otherwise, be sure your dog and his equipment is clean and presentable and doesn’t have any foul odors.  If your dog sheds excessively, be sure to bring a brush and sticky tape type roller to clean-up.

The attitude
You need to have a good attitude. If you cause anyone any problems, you won't be cut any slack and you might get a bad rep with the agency if someone complains. You need to do what you're told, to stay out of the way, and to show up. Showing up is of most importance, because it reflects badly on the agency if you're a no-show. They'll probably cancel your registration. If you accept work, you go, even if you get a sudden onset of the stomach flu and you have to spend most of the day running to the toilet. It's not fair, but you can get a black mark in the business pretty easily if someone has any reason to think you are unreliable. Be on time and don't leave until you have signed out.


Special skills
If you have listed a behavior on your registration that you say your dog can do, it should be a behavior that is rock solid, reliably on cue and well proofed.   You never know what might be going on around the dog or where they might be asked to perform the behavior. While directors mostly understand that working with dogs is like working with kids and they have a mind of their own, you need to be honest.  Time is money and they won’t have time for you to train your dog to do as needed.  You were likely chosen because you said your dog could DO the behavior needed.  If not, this is another form of unreliability and could put you out of work quickly.

What to do (& not do) on set

Shut up! This is very important. Whenever the sound equipment is running everyone has to be quiet. This means no talking, no whining, no rustling treat bags, no opening/closing of doors, and no barking. When shooting is about to begin, there will be something to indicate it, such as a red light which flashes and/or someone in the crew yelling really loudly. Once that happens all the extras have to keep very quiet until it is clear that shooting has stopped. Sometimes the extraneous crew members/extras will have a waiting area, which is far enough away from the shooting that whispered conversations will be tolerated, but don't allow your whispering to ease gradually into a normal speaking voice. And if you're told to keep quiet, then do so without question. 

You must remember at all times that you are very low in the film set hierarchy and that you need to be polite and stay out of the way. Some assistant directors can easily develop a foul mood over the course of a day of shooting, and they might just be looking for an excuse to scream at or fire someone.


Bring something to read, a walkman, snacks and whatever else you need to keep yourself and your dog occupied and sane over the course of a long day of doing almost nothing and staying quiet. You will get bored of the rare glimpses you get of the actors as they scurry back and forth from their trailers. You will need something to do.

Don’t let your dog get overly tired or over stimulated by all the excitement.  Try to wait in an out of the way area so your dog can relax during down time.

You must not speak until you are spoken to. We are not kidding. Extras are not allowed to speak to actors unless an actor initiates the conversation. This rule is pretty strictly enforced, and you can get fired or disciplined if someone thinks you're bothering the actors. This means: 

· No asking for autographs.

· No offering compliments.

· No behaving like a star-struck tool.

· No "pointers" for the director or actor on how to "make that last scene much funnier."

Do any of the above, and you will probably get fired.


If you're standing around an actor for a long period of time while a shot is being set up and he or she doesn't seem too uptight about your presence, it might be appropriate for you to toss out a little comment or some idle conversation. Use caution, though, and don't do it if you think you're going to sound breathless and spazzy or if the actor is concentrating on something else. If in doubt, just keep your mouth shut until the actor deigns to speak to you.


You must also not bring any of your friends or other people to the set. You are not an "insider”, and you are not permitted to show off your dog’s fancy job to your friends.


Another absolute taboo is the use of cameras on set. Don't bring one, and if someone forcibly puts a camera into your possession, do not use it under any circumstances. People will get really uptight about it if you break this rule, and you're likely to find yourself on the bus back to Pasadena before you can say "Ouch!"

 
From: http://www.animalactorsagency.com/faqs.htm 

FAQ page:
 
What Makes a Good Studio Animal?
Basic Obedience - Your pet should have reliable basic obedience. Typical obedience commands include heel/loose-leash walking, sit, down, wait, recall (coming when called) and stay. Proofing all obedience behaviors around distractions and at a distance is key for studio animals.


Environmental Conditioning - Exposing your pet to challenging and interesting environments with stimulating sights, sounds, smells and textures.


Socialization - Exposing your pet to new environments that include interaction with pedestrians, crowds, small children, other dogs, other animals, motor vehicles and machinery. On a set, your pet will be working with trainers and actors and must be able to work with people other than his or her owner!


AKC Canine Good Citizen (CGC) or Therapy Dog Guidelines - The requirements for a certified Canine Good Citizen are excellent guidelines for the makings of a good studio dog. Learn all of the exercises required for certification including accepting a friendly stranger, handling by a stranger, walking in crowds, sit and down in place, coming when called, obedience under distraction and supervision by a stranger.


Are the animals mistreated or forced to perform?
No! Absolutely not, our animals are affectionately trained with positive reinforcement. They are all raised in our home with lots of TLC.  In order for any film or show to receive the end disclaimer that "No animal was harmed or mistreated..." from American Humane, they must have an American Humane representative on the set to ensure the animals are well cared for which is all documented in their signed report. For more information on the guidelines of working animals on sets please go to AHA link (http://www.ahafilm.org/guidelines.html).

____________________________________________________
From:
Answers from an AHA movie rep to interview questions:


Q: Are personal pets allowed to be in movies?
A: Our Guidelines recommend that filmmakers use professional animal actors obtained through trainers, but we know that filmmakers, especially small independent and student filmmakers are going to use their own pets or the pets of friends and family in their movies. We understand that, that's a reality in this business. But even if it's no more than filming their own pet cat or dog sitting in a chair or walking across the room, filmmakers should get in the habit of contacting our office. When producers choose dogs, for instance, they should look for dogs with outgoing personalities, dogs that aren't afraid of people. Fear can cause a disaster. The dog can bite someone out of fear if they get in a situation in which they're not comfortable. If more than one dog is to be used on set, the dogs should be used to being around other dogs. If one dog shows aggression toward another dog on set, the aggressive dog must be removed. Dogs that live together and are accustomed to being with each other are good choices.
 
Q: What advice do you give students or aspiring filmmakers wanting to use pets? Your Guidelines can look daunting.
A: If filmmakers choose to use a pet instead of trained animal, we have no control over that but we still recommend they review and adhere to our Guidelines. If the Guidelines seem overwhelming, call our LA office with questions, say - "All I want is for my dog to sit in a chair or walk across the room while we're doing our filming, what are the guidelines?" Most of it is just common sense. Know that the animal you're using is friendly and completely safe to be around people and other animals. You don't want an animal on set that's aggressive, skittish, or snaps. Think about what you're going to do with this animal while you're setting up shots. How many times do you actually need the real animal? Can you use a stuffed animal if there's any concern about using a real animal? You don't want a real dog sitting under hot lights while you're setting up. Go to a toy store and get a stuffed look-alike of whatever animal you're using. Make sure the animal won't be in the way of a moving dolly and that she won't be in area in which she can get stepped on. 

When she's not being used on set have a suitable place for her to hang out, that she's not running around loose. There needs to be a safe area like a crate or separate room for the animal. Make sure the pet has breaks and gets to lie down and rest or get something to eat and drink. If the pet isn't kept in a crate, make sure it's on a harness or leash so that should she get spooked by a loud noise or quick movement, she can't jump down and run away. Plan ahead and prepare for all possible scenarios. That's critical. If an animal won't do what you want, what are your options? Have back up plans. How far should you go to try to get an animal to do something? If the animal won't or can't do what you want him to do, forcing him is inviting disaster. Even if the animal normally does something, an animal is an animal. You can never predict what it's going to do or not do. It's like working with a child. The producer has to be prepared.
 
Q: Who is responsible for the safety of a pet during filming?
A: The ultimate responsibility lies with the owners as they will suffer the anguish and grief if something happens to their pet. I recommend that pets not be passed around to people on set to play with. That can be over stimulating to animals, and if they're all excited, they may not be able to perform the action you want them to perform. Many trainers make a general announcement on set - don't touch animals while they're working. Obviously, with the exotics, people are pretty good about asking before touching them but a lot of times, with dogs and cats, people just walk up and pet them without asking.
___________________________________________________
 
Note:
131 page .pdf of guidelines from AHA:
http://www.americanhumane.org/assets/docs/protecting-animals/PA-FILM-guidelines.pdf
 
Outlines what is required to be able to use the "no animals were harmed" disclaimer.  Pg 12-13 of the guidelines addresses personal pets and non-professional animal actors.
 __________________________________________________

Helpful source for deciphering terminology you may hear on a set:

http://www.actorsource.com/terminology.html
