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A European production doesn't land in the United States by renting gear and hiring locals. It lands when someone 
translates it: the financing logic, the crew structure and the shot list converted into the American system. This guide is 
the manual for that translation, written from two schools we have practiced: the heavy machinery of a fiction feature 
shot in New York and the light machinery of a three-part documentary series shot across three states for a Spanish 
streaming platform. Five parts: decide, build, protect the money, execute and close.
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P A R T  I  ·  B E F O R E  Y O U  D E C I D E

1. What a production service really is

The wrong frame: a vendor that rents cameras and forwards invoices. The right one: an American structure that takes 
on contracts, insurance, payroll and permits, and understands what the European creative team is trying to protect. A 
fixer gets you things; a service runs your film.

F I E L D  N O T E  ·  N E W  Y O R K

Creative ask: shoot the real city, no studio tricks.

What it looked like: an aesthetic stance.

What it actually triggered: a complete map of permits, unions and insurance designed from the first script read.

Lesson: a creative commitment isn't budgeted; it's translated first and budgeted after.
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2. Do you need a full service?

Not always, and telling you so is part of the job:

Project May be enough You need full structure

Simple interview or single day A local field producer with insurance If a large European crew travels or 
locations are complex

Small documentary Field producer plus insurance and 
payroll solved

Several cities, talent, vehicles, 
institutional permits

Commercial Service production Almost always

Fiction Full service Practically always

Important exception: minors, stunts, weapons, drones, water, street closures and other high-risk activities require 
specialized analysis from the start, even on a small project.

If your project lives in the left column, we'll confirm it and save you money. Good structure also begins with knowing 
when you don't need to buy it.

3. What actually drives the cost

Seven variables rule: city, number of shoot days, crew size, union versus non-union, number and complexity of 
locations, how many Europeans travel, and the risk level of the script. Two projects with the same day count can cost 
worlds apart: a ten-day interview shoot can be operationally simpler than a single day with a street closure, picture 
vehicles, guild talent and a hundred extras. Loose day-rate figures communicate less than these seven questions 
answered well.

4. The cost iceberg

Above the waterline, what Europe usually budgets: crew, camera, lighting, locations, transport. Below it, what the 
American system adds: payroll burden, workers compensation as required by jurisdiction, union fringes where 
agreements apply, permit fees, certificates of insurance, mandatory police, fire or site representatives, production 
parking, vehicle insurance, meal penalties and overtime, turnaround, payroll company fees, kit rentals, prep and wrap 
days per department, and cancellation exposure.
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W H A T  E U R O P E  U S U A L LY  B U D G E T S

Crew
Camera
Lighting

Locations
Transport

W A T E R L I N E

W H A T  T H E  A M E R I C A N  S Y S T E M  A D D S

Payroll burden
Workers coverage by jurisdiction
Union fringes
Permit fees
Certificates of insurance
Mandatory representatives
Production parking

Vehicle insurance
Meal penalties and overtime
Turnaround
Payroll company fees
Kit rentals
Prep and wrap per department
Cancellation exposure

5. Who travels and who gets hired locally

The rule: the positions that carry the project's creative identity travel; the positions whose main value is knowing the 
market get hired locally. Direction, cinematography, production design, key talent and, depending on the project, the 
1st AD tend to travel. Gaffer, key grip, electric, grip, locations, transportation, production office, PAs, drivers, local ACs 
and sound tend to be evaluated locally.

Every European seat generates four costs, not one: immigration, flight, lodging and per diem. Sometimes bringing 
someone inexpensive from Madrid ends up costing more than hiring senior in New York. And the counterpart: there 
are positions where creative continuity justifies taking on those four costs.

6. Immigration: the chapter that opens first

Anyone working on an American shoot needs status that allows it; entering as a visitor carries significant limits for 
work activities. The three routes the foreign audiovisual sector typically works with: the I visa, for representatives of 
foreign media, associated with informational content produced for a foreign employer, whose fit for documentary 
exists but is not automatic; the O-1, for profiles with a demonstrable career, built on a dossier of credits, press and 
letters assembled over months; and the O-2, for essential support personnel accompanying an O-1 in film and 
television. The line between them depends on the nature of the content, how it's financed, who the employer is and the 
specific role of each crew member: four variables analyzed per project and per person with immigration counsel, 
never by analogy with the previous shoot. The operating rule that never fails: this chapter opens months ahead, with 
specialized counsel, and the list of who travels is decided with the immigration map on the table, not after buying the 
flights.
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7. Tax incentives

In the United States incentives are state-level and compete with each other; programs change with every legislature. 
Two stable truths: if the script allows choosing the state, the incentive can decide the shooting map; and incentives 
reward certifiable local spend, which further reinforces a structure with an American entity and payroll. Current figures 
are always checked against each state's official sources at decision time.

Budgeting a shoot in the U.S.?

SEND US THE BRIEF

P A R T  I I  ·  H O W  I T  G E T S  B U I L T

8. The contractual structure

Three pieces: the European production company, owner of the project and its copyright; the American service entity, 
which signs locally with vendors, locations, crew, insurance and payroll; and the service agreement defining scope, 
fee, approval flows and ownership of the material. The production company never loses its film; it gains an executing 
arm with American legal personality. To negotiate closely: who approves what and within how many hours, currency 
and cadence of remittances, custody of the material, and cross-border tax treatment with advisors in both countries.

F I E L D  N O T E  ·  N E W  Y O R K

Operational ask: a single point of contact between Spain and New York.

What it looked like: a sales slogan.

What it actually triggered: contractual architecture: entity, permits, insurance and payroll at the same table.

Lesson: when the plan changes on real locations, and it always changes, the production company makes one call, not 
seven.

9. Permits and locations: every city is its own country

Across much of Los Angeles, FilmLA centralizes many permitting processes, though certain cities, properties and 
jurisdictions keep their own circuits. New York adds layers: the city's film office for streets, parks with their own track, 
private buildings with their property managers, and infrastructure with sovereign authorities and their own clocks.
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F I E L D  N O T E  ·  N E W  Y O R K

Creative ask: a sequence on live subway platforms.

What it looked like: a location decision.

What it actually triggered: a transit authority with its own process, months of lead time, operating conditions, specific 
insurance and dedicated logistics.

Lesson: institutional locations don't get added to the schedule. They determine it.

F I E L D  N O T E  ·  D O C U M E N T A R Y

Operational ask: say yes to a location on a few hours' notice.

What it looked like: improvisation.

What it actually triggered: knowing when paper is needed and when the space's permission plus live insurance is 
enough.

Lesson: in documentary, agility isn't the absence of structure; it's structure preloaded.

10. Location scouting is not location management

Scouting finds the image; management makes it shootable: owner approval, technical scout, power, load-in, holding, 
bathrooms, parking, neighbor impact, permit jurisdiction, the space's insurance requirements and the hidden cost of 
the company move. The cheap location that forces forty people to move for an hour can end up being the expensive 
location. Our scouts bring production alongside the eye: every creative option comes back with its feasibility sheet.

11. Unions, without fear

IATSE for crews, SAG-AFTRA for cast, Teamsters for transportation. Union or non-union depends on format, budget, 
city and early strategic decisions. The union route brings scales, fringes and working conditions, and in exchange the 
deepest bench of the most experienced crews in the world. Non-union exists and is legal in many contexts, with 
practical limits by city and size. In documentary, format often opens more flexible paths; every project gets analyzed 
without dogma.

F I E L D  N O T E  ·  N E W  Y O R K

Situation: a Spanish feature heading into its first New York shoot, union or non-union still open.

What it looked like: an unavoidable crash course in scales, fringes and hours.

What it actually triggered: the signatory process worked through step by step, then an informed decision to shoot non-
union.

Lesson: your service takes the course, not your line producer at eleven at night. The decision arrives translated into a 
budget you can read.
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12. SAG-AFTRA, translated for a European producer

In Europe you hire an actor, agree a fee, buy out the rights and move on. In the United States the actors' union sits 
inside that deal: it sets the minimum, the hours, the paperwork and what the performer earns every time the film is 
sold again. None of it is hard. All of it has a clock. This is the chapter we would hand any European line producer 
before casting starts.

W H Y  A  U N I O N  I N  L O S  A N G E L E S  R E A C H E S  A  C O M P A N Y  I N  M A D R I D

SAG-AFTRA represents screen performers: actors, stunt performers, background, voice. Its first membership rule, 
Global Rule One, says a member cannot work for a producer who has not signed a union agreement, anywhere in the 
world. Nobody forces you to hire union actors. But most of the experienced on-camera talent in New York and Los 
Angeles is union, so the moment you want one of them, the company employing the cast has to become a signatory. 
That company is normally the American entity running your shoot, not the European parent.

W H A T  E U R O P E  A S S U M E S ,  A N D  W H A T  I S  T R U E

What Europe assumes What is actually true

"That's only for studio films." There are agreements from micro-budget up. The budget 
decides which one you sign.

"We pay the fee and the performance is ours." Scale is a minimum, not a buyout. Fringes sit on top, and 
residuals follow the film into every later market.

"Our Spanish actors aren't members, so it doesn't apply to 
them."

On a signatory production, covered roles are paid under the 
agreement whoever plays them. Non-members are reported 
through Taft-Hartley.

"We'll sort the paperwork when we land." The application opens four to six weeks before anyone 
travels or rehearses. No clearance, no work. Not even a 
table read.

"Our U.S. unit is small, so we count as low budget." Low budget agreements ask for the whole film to shoot in 
the United States. Shoot part of it in Europe and you are 
most likely under the full Theatrical Agreement.

W H I C H  A G R E E M E N T  Y O U R  F I L M  F A L L S  U N D E R

Agreement Total budget Minimum day rate Worth knowing

Micro-Budget Up to $20K Negotiable Festivals and free online 
platforms only

Short Project Up to $50K, 40 minutes 
max

Negotiable Shorts only

Burrito Films · burritofilms.com · crew@burritofilms.com 7



Agreement Total budget Minimum day rate Worth knowing

Ultra Low Budget Up to $300K $257 Covers professional 
performers only

Moderate Low Budget Up to $700K $449 Non-members can be 
reported through Taft-
Hartley

Low Budget Theatrical Up to $2M $834 Initial theatrical release 
required

Theatrical (Basic) Above $2M, or any film 
shooting outside the U.S.

Full scale Everything applies: 
consecutive employment, 
premiums, full overtime

The budget that counts is the film's, post included, not the American unit's. A Spanish feature with ten days in New 
York and the rest in Madrid does not get a low budget rate because the New York spend is small: those agreements 
ask for the whole picture to shoot in the U.S. Waivers exist, they are discretionary, and they get requested early. If a 
low budget film runs past its cap, the union can move it up to full rates after the fact. Commercials, television and new 
media run on separate contracts.

W H A T  I T  C O S T S  B E Y O N D  T H E  D A Y  R A T E

Pension and health. 22% on top of performers' gross since September 2026, 21.5% for background.

Payroll. Employer taxes and the payroll company's fee. The low budget agreements require an entertainment payroll 
house.

Agents. Usually 10%. "Scale plus ten" means you pay it, and it can carry fringes too.

Hours. Overtime, meal penalties counted in half hours, and forced calls when rest between days drops under twelve 
hours.

Location. Travel days, hold days, per diem, fittings and wardrobe.

A security deposit before day one, in cash, often around two weeks of cast wages and fringes. It comes back after 
wrap, once wages, fringes and paperwork are complete.

Residuals. What performers earn when the film moves into later markets. The union will ask who pays them, usually 
through your distributor's assumption agreement or a reserve.

Liability insurance in force for as long as a member works for you.
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T H E  C L O C K

T  M I N U S  8  W E E K S

Budget, script and cast list firm enough to choose the agreement.

T  M I N U S  6  T O  4

Signatory application. A business representative is assigned within days.

B E F O R E  A N Y O N E  W O R K S

Company documents, chain of title, line item budget, day out of days, deposit. Then cast clearance.

E V E R Y  S H O O T  D A Y

Performer contracts signed. Exhibit G, the time report each performer signs.

W I T H I N  1 5  D A Y S

Taft-Hartley report for every non-member hired. 25 days on an overnight location.

A F T E R  W R A P

Final cast list, casting data report, deposit release. Residuals reporting starts when the film sells.

B R I N G I N G  Y O U R  O W N  C A S T :  T A F T-H A R T L E Y

Your lead from Madrid is not a SAG-AFTRA member. On a signatory production that is allowed, and it has a form. The 
Taft-Hartley report explains why a non-member was hired, attaches headshot and résumé, and is due within 15 days 
of the performer's first day of work, 25 on an overnight location. She is paid under the agreement like everyone else, 
becomes eligible to join, and can keep taking union work for 30 days before joining is required. File late, or with a 
reason that does not hold, and the production pays a fine. One more thread from chapter 6: the work visa petition for a 
foreign performer goes to SAG-AFTRA for an advisory opinion, so immigration and union paperwork are one 
conversation, not two.

T R A N S L A T I O N  I N  A C T I O N

"We're bringing our lead from Spain."
Work visa with the union's opinion letter, Taft-Hartley report, a SAG-AFTRA contract, fringes on a foreign performer's 
wage.

"It's a one-day cameo."
A contract, a day at scale or above, a line on the Exhibit G and 22% on top. One day still needs clearance before it.

"Our distributor deals with that later."
Residuals get settled now. The union asks who assumes them before it clears you to shoot.
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"We want an American name for the shoot in Spain."
Rule One travels with the actor. The contract is SAG-AFTRA even if the set is in Almería.

None of these is a no. Each one is a form, a date and a line in the budget.

C O M M E R C I A L S  A R E  A  D I F F E R E N T  C O N T R A C T

In advertising, the signatory is usually the advertiser or its agency, not the production company. A European brand that 
has never signed can work through a third-party signatory, under rules the union has tightened. And the money is not a 
buyout: a session fee for the shoot day, then use fees by medium, territory and time, with use outside the U.S. paid as 
its own line. The question to close before casting is where the spot will run and for how long, because that is what the 
talent line is made of.

T H E  C R E W  S I D E  O F  A  C O M M E R C I A L :  I A T S E

Commercial crews in the main markets work under the agreement IATSE negotiates with the AICP, renewed in late 
2025 for three years. What a European producer notices first: a day is a minimum call, eight hours in Los Angeles and 
ten in New York, overtime at time and a half and then double, and health and pension contributions on top of the 
wage. Since late 2025 a second agreement covers the production department itself, from production assistants to 
line producers. A spot budgeted the European way, flat days and no fringes, is short before it starts.

W H A T  W E  T A K E  O F F  Y O U R  D E S K

We read the script and the cast list against the agreements and tell you which one you are in, and what it does to the 
budget, before you make offers. We have taken a production all the way through the signatory process and come out 
the other side with the conclusion that the film was better off non-union. That is part of the job too: sometimes the 
right call is not to sign, and we will say so. When signing is the right call, the application, the payroll company, the 
Exhibit Gs, the Taft-Hartley reports and the deposit release run through us, with counsel on the entity. What reaches 
you is a cast line in the weekly cost report that reads the same in Madrid as in New York.

Casting for a U.S. shoot? Send us the cast list and the budget range.

Figures from SAG-AFTRA and SAGindie, in effect since July 2026 (pension and health since September 2026). Minimums step up every July through 
2030. Check the current rate sheet before you budget.

13. Insurance and certificates

Serious locations typically request a COI and, where required, endorsements evidencing additional insured status. The 
usual package: production general liability, the workers coverage the jurisdiction and employment relationship require, 
camera and lighting equipment, and the script's special coverages: vehicles, drones, water, minors, effects, work at 
height. The European producer discovers this world when the property manager asks for the certificate 48 hours out; 
the service brings it solved because its American broker and master policies already exist.
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F I E L D  N O T E  ·  D O C U M E N T A R Y

Situation: shooting opportunities on short notice.

What it looked like: documentary luck.

What it actually triggered: a policy sized for what the plan didn't know yet.

Lesson: in documentary, insurance isn't bought for the plan; it's bought for what the plan doesn't know yet.

14. Payroll: how an American crew gets paid

The structure we practice: local crew is engaged and paid through the American structure, with a payroll company, 
withholdings, the associated workers coverage and fringes where agreements apply; the European production 
company receives one consolidated cost against weekly cost reports. Paying American crew directly from a European 
entity easily creates tax and labor complexity in two countries at once; each project's exact formula gets validated by 
counsel, and ours exists so you don't have to invent it. On set, bilingual crews: the Spanish director's team's 
instructions land without friction, and the numbers travel to Spain in a format European financing understands.

15. Contracts, releases and chain of title

An international production generates a local documentary chain besides the creative one: crew contracts, talent 
releases, location agreements, vendor agreements, appearance releases, licensing where applicable, and labor and 
tax documentation. The goal is preserving a chain of rights that lets the material be exploited without discovering 
later that an American signature was left pending. If there's a buyer, distributor or platform, rights documentation may 
form part of the delivery, clearance or audit process: better built than rebuilt.

F I E L D  N O T E  ·  D O C U M E N T A R Y

Situation: reality shows up in front of the camera unannounced.

What it looked like: an impossible paperwork problem in the field.

What it actually triggered: releases prepared as part of daily field operations.

Lesson: documentary agility survives without mortgaging the material if the paper travels in the backpack, not the 
office.

16. Transportation: the part nobody sees

Cargo vans, passenger vans, department trucks, drivers, production parking, load-in and load-out, timed company 
moves, and Teamsters where applicable. In Los Angeles and New York, a bad transportation decision can cost more 
shooting hours than a bad camera decision. The movement plan is designed with the shooting schedule, not after it.

The operating list that goes with this guide, clock by clock from T minus 16 to closeout.

GE T THE US PRODUCTION CHECKLIST
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P A R T  I I I  ·  H O W  T H E  M O N E Y  I S  P R O T E C T E D

17. The American budget doesn't read the same

Estimate and approved budget, purchase orders and approvals, petty cash, actuals against committed costs, the 
periodic cost report, overages with their approval circuit, final reconciliation. Two disciplines deliver the peace of mind 
a foreign production company is looking for: approved budget doesn't mean final cost if scope changes, and every 
creative change gets a budget translation before becoming a production order.

18. The budget isn't protected by avoiding changes, but by controlling them

Shooting means changing the plan with incomplete information. The discipline isn't preventing it: it's knowing who can 
approve a change, what it costs, which departments it touches and how it gets documented. A location change can 
alter transportation, permits, overtime, holding, rentals and insurance; a seemingly small creative decision can move 
six line items. On projects of a certain size, each change is recorded through an approval, change order, revised 
estimate or the equivalent mechanism agreed with the production company. No relevant change reaches set as a 
financial surprise, whenever the reality of the shoot allows it.

19. Cash flow: when the money needs to be there

A production doesn't run on final cost alone: it runs on cash timing. Before the first slate, location deposits, rentals, 
permits, insurance, transportation and petty cash have already claimed money; payroll waits for no one; closeout 
brings its final payments. A production can be correctly budgeted and still lose operating capacity if remittances 
arrive late. The service is not a substitute for the production's bank: the funding schedule must keep enough cash 
available for approved commitments and upcoming payments. Our circuit: service agreement, agreed funding 
schedule, weekly cost report, continuous reconciliation, final cost report.

20. Hours, overtime and turnaround

The American schedule has physics of its own: straight time, overtime, double time under certain conditions, meal 
penalties, turnaround between days, forced calls, prep and wrap per department, travel time. The strategic 
consequence: optimizing the schedule can save more money than negotiating a camera discount. That's why the 
shooting schedule is designed with these rules inside from the first draft, and why "it's just two more hours" has an 
answer with six cost lines.

P A R T  I V  ·  H O W  I T ' S  E X E C U T E D  A N D  C L O S E D

21. Translation in action

"We want to shoot here." Owner, permit jurisdiction, certificate of insurance, parking, holding, neighbors. "We're 
bringing our gaffer." Immigration, flight, hotel, per diem, interface with the local crew. "It's just two extra hours." 
Overtime, tomorrow's turnaround, transportation, location hours, rentals. "Let's move the scene to tomorrow." The 
permit was for today, talent and crew availability, the location, the insurance covering today's configuration. None of 
these answers is a no. All of them are a price and a calendar.
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22. Red flags: ten symptoms of a badly structured American production

The permit with no named owner. American crew hired directly with no defined labor structure. No American 
insurance broker on the project. Payroll burden unbudgeted. Overtime and turnaround outside the budget. The director 
scouting locations no one has checked legally or technically. Nobody knows who issues the certificates. Shoot money 
arriving after day one. No periodic cost report. Nobody knows what deliverables the final buyer will require. Three or 
more symptoms: stop and structure before spending further.

23. The realistic timeline (an operating example, not a universal rule)

T minus 16 to 12 weeks: immigration, institutional locations, incentive analysis. T minus 8: budget lock, key crew, 
insurance, scouting. T minus 4: ordinary permits, rentals, crewing, payroll setup. T minus 2: technical scouts, 
certificates per location, transportation plan, call sheet routine. Shoot. Wrap plus 1: returns, payroll reconciliation, loss 
and damage. Wrap plus 2 to 4: final cost report and documentary closeout. On our New York fiction, the institutional 
clock started before almost everything else; on the documentary, the calendar was an accordion the structure could 
open and close without breaking anything.

T  M I N U S  1 6  T O  1 2  W E E K S

Immigration, institutional locations, incentive analysis.

T  M I N U S  8

Budget lock, key crew, insurance, scouting.

T  M I N U S  4

Ordinary permits, rentals, crewing, payroll setup.

T  M I N U S  2

Technical scouts, certificates per location, transportation plan, call sheets.

S H O O T

Weekly cost report, controlled changes, turnaround watched.

W R A P  P L U S  1

Returns, payroll reconciliation, loss and damage.

W R A P  P L U S  2  T O  4

Final cost report and documentary closeout.

24. The producer's decision tree

European crew traveling? Immigration now. Actors? Cast agreement map. Public infrastructure in the script? 
Institutional permits now. Closures, stunts, drones, minors, picture vehicles, water? Insurance and special permits. 
Several cities or states? Multi-jurisdiction structure. Platform or distributor confirmed? Deliverables from prep. Three 
or more yeses: you need structured local production before locking your budget, not after.
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European crew traveling? Immigration now.

Actors? Cast agreement map.

Public infrastructure in the script? Institutional permits now.

Closures, stunts, drones, minors, picture vehicles, water? Insurance and special permits.

Several cities or states? Multi-jurisdiction structure.

Platform or distributor confirmed? Deliverables from prep.

Three or more yeses: you need structured local production before locking your budget, not after.

25. Post, closeout and deliverables

Production closeout is built from the start around the agreed delivery standard. When scope includes post and 
delivery, the work doesn't end at wrap: verified media management, clear specs and deliverables prepared against the 
buyer's quality control. Ask about deliverables on day one, not in the final month.

F I E L D  N O T E  ·  D O C U M E N T A R Y

Situation: a documentary shot on two continents for a Spanish streaming platform.

What it looked like: a question for post.

What it actually triggered: the U.S. unit shooting to the same visual and technical brief as the European one, so the 
footage cut together without rescue.

Lesson: delivery is decided on the shoot. Ask for the destination standard on day one and hand post material that 
needs no rescue.

P A R T  V  ·  B U R R I T O  F I L M S

26. What a client actually receives

Before: script feasibility review against the American map, preliminary budget, immigration coordination with 
specialized counsel, location strategy, union route analysis, insurance strategy with an American broker, hybrid crew 
plan. During: local production management, American payroll, locations and permits, vendors, cash control and 
funding schedule, weekly cost report, bilingual production interface between set and Spain. After: returns, loss and 
damage reconciliation, payroll closeout, final cost report, complete documentation, and post and delivery coordination 
when in scope.
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Exact scope is defined per project: physical production, immigration, incentives, post, clearance, payroll and other 
areas may be executed directly, coordinated with specialists or sit outside the scope depending on the production's 
needs.

27. Before requesting a budget: send us these twelve things

Project type. Dates. Cities and states. Shoot days. Script or treatment. Approximate crew traveling. Talent situation. 
Key locations. Union assumptions. Equipment assumptions. Expected budget range. Distribution and delivery 
requirements. With that we can quickly tell you not just what it may cost, but which parts of your American plan don't 
exist yet. That second answer is the one that protects your film.

We don't need the project solved before we talk. We come in precisely while decisions are still open. Send us the 
script, treatment or brief along with whatever you already know: we'll return a first feasibility read, the main American 
risks, and what we need to turn it into a budget.

Bring us the complicated one.

START THE CONVERSATION

crew@burritofilms.com · burritofilms.com/international-productions/

This guide is general orientation based on real production experience. It does not constitute legal, tax, labor or immigration advice: every project validates 
its decisions with specialized counsel for its jurisdiction and circumstances.
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