
Founders call LR Film Festival a
wrap after 9 years
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The founders of the Little Rock Film Festival announced the end of the
9-year-old event Wednesday to the disappointment of area filmmakers
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and dozens of commenters on the festival’s Facebook page.

Festival  spokesman  Matt  DeCample  said  tight  finances  and  time
constraints  are  to  blame,  principally  because  festival  officials  were
unable to raise enough money to hire a full-time executive director to
alleviate the organizational burden on its all-volunteer staff.

DeCample said organizers had contacted potential public and private
sponsors. He did not know how much they were seeking to pay for an
executive director’s salary.

“We are talking to some potential people and organizations interested
in rebooting the festival, so we won’t close the door on that if the right
people  come  along,”  Brent  Renaud,  one  of  the  festival’s  co-founders,
wrote in an email to the Arkansas Democrat-Gazette. Renaud founded
the festival with his brother, Craig.

The festival could face Internal Revenue Service problems if potential
donors seek to revive it. IRS records indicate that the Little Rock Film
Festival’s  501(c)(3)  nonprofit  status  was  revoked  this  summer.  The
designation means an organization is exempt from paying federal taxes.

The GuideStar Nonprofit Directory shows that the festival did not turn
in  the  required  Form  990  documents  for  three  years  in  a  row.  IRS
officials  declined  to  comment  on  the  case,  and  the  Renauds  said
Wednesday that they hadn’t heard that the festival’s 501(c)(3) status had
been revoked.

“The decision to close the fest, was essentially mine and [was] made
mostly from a programming perspective shortly after last year’s festival,”
Brent Renaud wrote.

He said the brothers’ careers have taken off “in the past two years due
to some professional  luck in the way of  honors and awards,  and as a
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result we are booked on film and TV projects for years into the future.
Because of that we simply will not have the time to devote to helping to
run and program the festival.”

He wrote that “the festival is debt-free and as healthy as it has ever
been, thanks to great and generous local sponsors.” But, to replace the
Renaud brothers with a paid staff that has “national experience running
a top tier festival would simply be cost prohibitive,” he wrote.

For this year’s May festival, the Renauds had assistance from parttime
festival director Gabe Gentry.

“It was a full-time responsibility with part-time pay,” said Gentry, who
two months ago resigned as the event’s director after seven months. He
oversaw a more than $100,000 budget and hundreds of volunteers.

Gentry, also a full-time filmmaker, said he ended up forfeiting most of
his pay to help out the festival. He declined to say what he was to have
been paid or how much he had given back to the festival.

Gentry, 35, said he and other filmmakers in Arkansas were upset by
Wednesday’s announcement.

“I  think  they’re  really  crestfallen,”  he  said.  “Artists  need  kind  of  a
venue … filmmakers need a screen. They need an audience. The Little
Rock Film Festival provided that for Arkansas filmmakers. Some of the
best  friends  I  have  today I  met  at  the  festival.  Not  just  colleagues  —
friends.”

FILMMAKERS

Tony  Taylor,  founder  and  executive  director  of  the  Film Society  of
Little Rock, took a vacation from his full-time job as an analyst with FIS
Global each year to attend the Little Rock Film Festival.
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“It’s a huge blow,” said Taylor, 40. “That’s something everyone in the
film  community  looked  forward  to  every  single  year.  …  It  could
potentially be devastating to the local film community. I just cannot get
over it.”

Filmmaker Mark Thiedeman of  Little  Rock said the festival  was an
important part of the community and for young artists.

Thiedeman,  33,  lived  in  New  York  City  for  11  years,  occasionally
working on independent films that he didn’t like very much. He moved
back to Arkansas six years ago to make his own film and stayed after
receiving strong support from the filmmaking community.

Through the Little Rock Film Festival, Thiedeman met people willing
to help with projects and critique his work. He has won awards at the
festival and made a film — Last Summer — that was distributed in the
United States and abroad.

“I  think the  success  I  found outside  of  the  state  stems from here,”
Thiedeman said.

He called the end of the festival a “tragedy.”

Taylor noted that funding is always an issue for arts organizations in
Arkansas.

“It would be nice if there was somebody or some organization or some
combination of  people who could step up and provide funding for an
executive director for the Little Rock Film Festival,” he said. “That’s what
they need.”

NONPROFIT STATUS

IRS records show that the festival’s 501(c)(3) status was automatically
revoked May 15 and posted online Aug. 10. The revocation means that
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donors to the festival can no longer write off their contributions on their
taxes, making donating less appealing.

After the Democrat-Gazette  asked about the revocation’s  impact  on
the festival’s ability to raise funds for a new director, DeCample said he
was unaware that the 501(c)

(3)  status  had been revoked.  He later  asked Brent  Renaud and Craig
Renaud about  the  revocation,  and  both  said  they  weren’t  aware  of  it
either.  So  the  revocation  played  no  part  in  public  and  private
organizations’ decisions not to financially support the festival, nor did it
play  a  part  in  the  Renauds’  decision  to  discontinue  the  festival,
De-Cample said.

The Renauds had been having a dispute with the IRS over paperwork
being sent to the wrong address for the festival, DeCample said, but they
were under the impression that accountants had settled the matter, and
they hadn’t heard from the IRS since.

“Everything  that  the  organizers  had  heard  was  that  everything  was
getting worked out,” DeCample said. “No one directly with the festival
has ever been told that their status was not in good shape,” DeCample
added.

DeCample said he didn’t know whether the issue with the IRS was over
Form 990 submissions, as noted on the GuideStar directory, or whether
accountants believed they had submitted such forms for the festival. A
Form 990 is an annual financial statement that nonprofit organizations
must file with the IRS.

Clay Sanford, a spokesman for the IRS, said he could not discuss the
circumstances of the 501(c)(3) revocation because Section 61-03 of the
Internal  Revenue  Code  prohibits  the  agency  from  commenting  on
specific tax issues involving specific taxpayers.
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“That would have to come from the organization,” Sanford said.

According to the IRS website, a nonprofit may have its 501(c)(3) status
reinstated if organizers file a written statement seeking the reversal of
the IRS decision and fill out a Form 1023 — an 18-page document that
asks  for  information  about  the  five  most  recent  tax  years  and
organizational information.

Online IRS records provided information on the Form 990s only for
2008 and 2011 for “Little Rock Film Festival Inc.”

Information provided online indicated that the festival’s gross receipts
in 2008 were less than $25,000 and in 2011 were less than $50,000.

HOT SPRINGS

Elsewhere,  the  Hot  Springs  Documentary  Film Institute  board  also
faced debt  and IRS problems in recent  years  that  challenged the Hot
Springs Documentary Film Festival.

The institute, which was once more than $300,000 in debt, worked
with the IRS to pay back-taxes and moved into the Hot Springs Chamber
of Commerce, which cost less than what the institute had been paying for
its previous office space.

The  festival  was  able  to  continue,  despite  its  troubles.  It  attracts
thousands of people to Hot Springs each fall and is one of about three
dozen designated Oscar-qualifying festivals worldwide, meaning that a
film  declared  best  documentary  short  at  the  Hot  Springs  festival  is
eligible for Academy Award consideration.

The  Little  Rock  Film  Festival  is  considered  a  medium-size  festival
that’s  similar  to  the  Arkansas  Literary  Festival  held  each year,  but  is
smaller than the city’s annual Riverfest, said Gretchen Hall, director of
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the Little Rock Convention and Visitors Bureau.

Statistics were unavailable Wednesday on the number of Little Rock
Film  Festival  attendees,  but  Hall  noted  that  the  festival  had  kept
expanding and that  it  was disappointing to see the promising festival
end.

“The quality of their festival was always top-notch,” she said.

Through the Film Society  of  Little  Rock,  Taylor  helps  organize  two
smaller festivals each year: the Fantastic Cinema Film Festival for sci-fi
and fantasy films,  and the Kaleidoscope Film Festival  for  films about
members of the gay, bisexual and transgender community.

Other film festivals in Arkansas include the El Dorado Film Festival
and the new Bentonville Film Festival. But the size and scope of the Little
Rock Film Festival can’t be found elsewhere in the state, local filmmakers
said.

Taylor  called  the  Little  Rock  Film  Festival  a  “resource”  for  local
filmmakers that helped them build contacts.

“Losing that resource is

— it’s a devastating blow,” he said.

“I think [Arkansas filmmakers are] really crestfallen. Artists need kind of a venue
… filmmakers need a screen. They need an audience. The Little Rock Film Festival
provided that for Arkansas filmmakers. Some of the best friends I have today I met

at the festival. Not just colleagues — friends.”
— Gabe Gentry, former festival director
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Library, film fest ties strained
Emails show two staffs were at odds over
office space
EMILY WALKENHORST
ARKANSAS DEMOCRAT-GAZETTE
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Frustration  between  Little  Rock  Film  Festival  organizers  and  the
Central  Arkansas  Library  System  resulted  in  the  library  canceling  its
agreement with the festival and evicting its organizers from its rent-free
library office space a day before organizers announced the festival’s end.

About  a  month before  that,  festival  organizers  were  still  discussing
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forthcoming events with library officials, including next year’s festival.

Communications from the Central Arkansas Library System regarding
the festival that were obtained by the

Arkansas Democrat-Gazette

through a Freedom of Information Act request show that the library was
considering renegotiating the terms of its agreement with the festival at
the end of July.

Instead,  the  library  opted  Sept.  29  to  terminate  the  relationship
altogether.

That decision followed the resignation of the festival’s director, emails
concerning  unpaid  bills,  conflicts  over  office  space  and  an  abrupt
cancellation of a screening that the festival was supposed to host with the
Arkansas Times.

The Times’ arts blog, Rock Candy, first reported the cancellation of the
agreement.

The library had provided free office space to the festival’s organizers
and volunteers since early 2014, as well as use of two venues during the
festival: The Ron Robinson Theater and the Butler Center for Arkansas
Studies.

“I’ve  learned a  lot  over  the  past  several  months,”  former  part-time
festival Director Gabe Gentry wrote to library officials on May 10 — the
day before this year’s festival began.

“One of the biggest things is that the Little Rock Film Festival would
not  be  possible  without  the  ongoing support  of  the  Library.  The new
offices have proven to be a great fit for our growing operational staff and
interns. I haven’t had a chance to say thanks yet, but we are truly grateful

Arkansas Democrat-Gazette | Monday, October 12, 2015 | 1A http://digital.olivesoftware.com/Olive/APA/Wehco/Print.Article...

2 of 7 1/16/17, 8:19 PM



for the space and support.”

But library Executive Director Bobby Roberts said the festival needed a
full-time executive director to better communicate with the library.

“From our point of view, it has to function in a procedural manner that
we  can  work  with,”  Roberts  said  of  the  festival.  He  said  festival
organizers  never  had  regular  schedules  and  often  had  to  schedule
meetings via email and long distance.

Festival co-founder Brent Renaud — a full-time traveling filmmaker
who works with his brother and festival co-founder Craig Renaud — said
the library’s  decision did not factor into their choice to end the Little
Rock Film Festival.

The Renaud brothers have traveled as filmmakers to the Middle East
and Haiti  in recent years,  working for HBO, Vice,  Al-Jazeera America
and The New York Times.

On Sept. 30, Brent Renaud cited their busy schedules and the lack of
funds for a full-time executive director for the festival as their reasons for
discontinuing the event.

Renaud  reiterated  in  an  Oct.  2  email  to  the  Arkansas  Democrat-
Gazette that the festival was always a volunteer effort.

“We all have full time jobs and careers and have never had an interest
in  being  ngo  professionals,”  he  wrote,  referring  to  non-governmental
organizations.  “We also  believe  that  this  is  what  has  made  the  LRFF
special, a festival with heart.”

“If people want to criticize us for not being institutional enough that is
fine, but it’s not what we are or ever aspired to be,” he continued.

“I am so proud of the LRFF staff members who for nine years made
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huge sacrifices in their personal and professional lives to give something
amazing to the city,  never asking for anything in return.  Anyone who
enjoyed the LRFF over the last decade owes them a big thank you.”

The  Renauds  added that  the  festival  is  “financially  responsible  and
sound, and has no debt.” He added that all bills to the library have been
paid.

Both  Roberts  and  the  Renauds  agree  that  the  ultimate  reason  the
festival couldn’t continue was the lack of an executive director.

“We need a film festival in Little Rock, but to run it without a full-time
manager and some cash is very difficult to do, and I think that’s the root
of why it failed,” Roberts said.

THE FESTIVAL

The cancellation of the growing, 9-year-old festival was abrupt to many
of members of Arkansas’ film community.

Several  local  filmmakers,  including those who had volunteered with
the festival, said they had no idea the festival might not return for a 10th
year.

Filmmakers  and patrons  described  the  Little  Rock  Film Festival  as
vital  for  the area’s  film community and a more interactive experience
than what many other festivals provide. The festival awarded more than
$10,000 in cash prizes for films, and area filmmakers have attributed
much of their success to their participation in the festival.

According  to  its  website,  the  festival  was  rated  three  times  by
MovieMaker  magazine as one of the top 25 festivals “worth the entry
fee.”

Since the announcement the festival would end, the Renaud brothers
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have said it is “on hiatus” and that groups have reached out to them with
interest in seeing how they can bring it back.

The festival also faces issues with the Internal Revenue Service over its
501(c)(3) nonprofit status, which the IRS revoked earlier this year. The
GuideStar Nonprofit Directory indicated the reason was a failure to turn
in required Form 990 financial reports three years in a row.

The Renauds have said they were unaware of the revocation, but said
they  had  problems  with  the  IRS  regarding  an  incorrect  address  the
agency had sent mail to.

According to the Little Rock Convention and Visitors Bureau, the 2015
festival contributed nearly $1 million in sales taxes to the city and was
attended by about 4,800 people.

Gretchen Hall,  president and CEO of bureau, which was one of  the
“premier sponsors” of  the event,  said she had been given no previous
indication that the festival might end.

TIMELINE

Emails show that the relationship between Central Arkansas Library
System employees  and  Little  Rock  Film Festival  organizers  had  been
troubled for some time.

“From the moment the LRFF moved into the Arcade building, it was
clear  that  Bobby’s  staff  resented  that  arrangement,  for  reasons  never
communicated  to  us  directly,”  the  Renauds  said  in  statement  to  the
Democrat-Gazette.

As early as June 2014, Craig Renaud had emailed Roberts, upset about
library employees’ comments about the festival. One comment Renaud
cited was that someone told him to move out of  his office and into a
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storage closet.

Tensions revived in April,  when a library employee complained that
exchanges with festival  organizers  about  the workspace had created a
negative environment and drove her to work from coffee shops and from
home.

On April 7, library spokesman Susan Hill Gele wrote in an email to
Roberts that the workplace “chaos” had forced Ron Robinson Theater
Manager Trey Woodruff to work out of his backpack from the box-office
space.

Shortly  afterward  on  Aug.  12,  Craig  Renaud  asked  library  officials
about dates for next year’s film festival, which Woodruff later confirmed.

Then on Aug. 19, Arkansas Times Editor Lindsey Millar canceled the
Aug. 20 showing of the documentary Hand on a Hardbody, which it had
planned to hold at the Ron Robinson Theater in conjunction with the
Little  Rock  Film Festival.  Roberts  said  the  library  lost  money  on  the
event and billed the Times and the festival for those losses.

On Aug. 20, Gele informed the library staff that Gentry had stepped
down from his part-time position as director of the film festival.

“He told Trey they don’t have money to paid their bills right now,” she
wrote. “Trey will respond to Craig that he cannot book any event times
until their bills are paid in full. All future LRFF dates will be released to
be rebooked until the account is paid.

“The AR Times/LRFF series is now being programmed completely by
the AR Times. Trey will let Lindsey Millar know that any use of the space
by the Times has to conform to regular rental agreement specifications
and they cannot use the space under the LRFF agreement until  LRFF
pays their bills.”
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On  Sept.  29,  Roberts  emailed  Craig  Renaud  that  the  library  was
canceling its memorandum of understanding with the Little Rock Film
Festival and evicting its organizers from their free office space.

Two days later,  Renaud wrote back: “Ok Bobby. We had decided to
close  down the  festival  anyway  so  that’s  fine.  We will  be  sure  to  get
moved out in ninety day deadline.”

Twenty-five minutes later, Roberts wrote back, saying the library still
supported “the concept of the festival.”

“I think all the miscommunication from the past just piled up and the
last bit of confusion with the Times screening brought it to a head. We all
share some blame for the poor communications, but, in the end, I could
not see how the Library was benefiting from the relationship. That is why
I chose to end it,” Roberts said.

Brent  Renaud  wrote  in  an  email  to  the  newspaper  that  the
disagreements were “mostly just a clash of cultures.”

“When I spoke with him on the phone yesterday he said he just got
tired of hearing his staff complain about the Little Rock Film Festival all
the time,” Renaud said.
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