
On March 6, 1997, after completing a 19-hour work day following 
consecutive 12- to 14-hour days on the film Pleasantville, second assis­
tant cameraman Brent Lon Hershman fell asleep while driving on the 
Century Freeway and hit a utility pole, dying instantly. Hershman's 
death prompted extensive litigation between his widow and New Line 
Cinema, as well as an industry-
wide call to limit the amount of 
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Safety guidelines have. long been a standard practice in the enter­
tamment industry. These guidelines are administered by the Contract 
Services Administration Trust Fund in a central online repository 
(csatf.org/bulletintro.shtml) utilized by all the studios and labor 
organizations. These bulletins cover a wide variety of topics, such as 
working with firearms, venomous reptiles, gimbals, and railroads, and 
employing children and infant actors. 

International Cinematogra-
phers Guild President Steven 

hours worked. The court even­
tually sided with the studio, 
though, and sleep deprivation 
remains a persistent danger 
in the entertainment industry 
nearly 20 years later. 

On February 20, 2014, dur­
ing the first day of shooting on 
the Gregg Allman biopic, Mid­
night Rider, in Wayne County, 
Georgia, second camera assis­
tant SarahJones was reportedly 

"PEOPLE DON'T THINK 
ANYTHING IS GOING 
TO HAPPEN TO THEM, 

UNTIL SOMETHING 
HORRIFIC HAfrJPENS." 

Poster, describing the guild's 
response to the Midnight Rider 
accident, says, "We had our busi­
ness reps in Georgia within a 
couple hours after Sarah's tragic 
loss. We provided a grief coun­
selor, and one of our business 
reps sat with our members when 
they were interviewed by OSHA 
(Occupational Safety and Health 
Administration)." 

struck by shrapnel debris and 
fell into the path of a CSX freight train. The train had hit a hospital 
bed placed on the railroad tracks for a dream sequence in the film, as 
reported by variety and The Los Angeles Times. Seven other crew mem­
bers were injured. A Georgia grand jury indicted the filmmakers Ran­
dall Miller, Jody Savin and Jay Sedrish with involuntary manslaughter 
and criminal trespassing. The production allegedly had not obtained 
proper permission to film on the train tracks; nor did they have site 
lookouts, a pre-shoot safety meeting, or anpn-set medic. Because of 
those oversights, they were denied insurance coverage. 

Harry V Bring, co-executive producer of television series Criminal 
Minds, had known Jones since they worked together on the program 
Army Wives. Bring himself witnessed an accident on set as producer 
on The X-Files, when a crew member was electrocuted and another 
disabled by being too close to an arcing electrical wire. He vehe-

A personal experience 
impressed the importance of 

safety on Poster. "I had an unfortunate incident on The Class of'65. I 
was the DP and brand-new to Hollywood. We were doing a shot on 
a running track at a high school. I had the camera on a western dolly 
and was urging the crew to go as fast as they could. An older grip fell 
and broke his arm. From that point on, I told myself I'd never put 
anybody in that position again ifl could possibly help it." 

"Safety is not the first thing on everyone's mind," Terri Becherer, 
SAG-AFTRA's National Director of Specialty Performers and Safety, 
says. "People don't think anything is going to happen to them, until 
something horrific happens." 

Like Local 600 and many of the guilds, SAG-AFTRA maintains a 
safety hotline, available 2417. "We encourage people to call any time 
of the day or night," says Becherer, "and we've been able to react and 
make a difference, possibly preventing a serious accident. Anybody 

MOVIEMAKER COM 
Article written by David Albert Pierce I 
Reprint courtesy of MovieMaker I 
Magazine · 



DIY LEGAL BY TED ELRICK 

"WITH GUERRILLA 
FILMMAKING, IT'S COOL 
TO BREAK THE RULES, 

DISREGARDING THE DECADES 
OF COLLECTIVE EXPERIENCE 

THAT THEIN DUSTRY HAS." 

who sees something 
involving a poten­
tially unsafe situation 
on the set may call 

the number-we do not ask for their 
membership number." 

Rana Platz-Petersen is a registered nurse and former president of 
IATSE Local 767, which represented studio medical personnel until 
it merged into Local 80. She spent a considerable period at the CBS 
Studios Center medical department, and says that medical personnel 
are required, by OSHA regulations, to be ready to respond in studios 
and out on location. "OSHA considers the motion picture industry 
hazardous, so you must have someone who can administer first aid 
or CPR within three to five minutes of an accident. They must be 
certified in bloodborne pathogens and must hold current credentials 
in the state of California, which is EMT [emergency medical techni­
cian] or greater. 

"Making a movie in a studio or on location, you have to remem­
ber: These are workplaces. I catch people all the time and have to 
explain to them, 'Look, you could step on a nail or drop things on 
your feet."' 

"Nobody should get injured or die doing what we do," director 
Katy Garretson (Frasier) says. "We're making entertainment. Certain 
aspects of all on-set jobs can be dangerous, and it's a shame when 
people sacrifice safety for a TV show or a movie." 

Garretson worries about the expansion of productions outside 
of the studio mainstream, into realms of unregulated independence 
where safety may not be on anyone's mind. 

"With the advent of guerrilla filmmaking," she says, "it's cool 
to break the rules, disregarding the decades of experience that the 
industry has been through. Well, rules about working conditions exist 
for a reason." 

"There are a lot of really small productions and people will do stu­
pid stuff," Poster adds. "The [Local 600] low-budget contract allows 
most of the productions under a million dollars to be covered by the 
unions. I just worked on a low-budget, Amityville: the Awakening, but 
we had safety meetings every morning." 

Lest you dismiss safety concerns as wasted time and money, think 
of it this way: Ignoring rules may lead to severe economic repercus­
sions, including penalties from OSHA. Maximum civil penalties may 
run up to $25,000. Penalties for general and regulatory violations 
may run up to $7 ,000 for each violation. The maximum penalty for a 
willful violation is $70,000. Criminal penalties may also be assessed. A 
willful violation resulting in death or permanent, prolonged impair­
ment of the body can include a fine of up to $250,000, or imprison­
ment up to three years, or both-and if the employer is a corporation 
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or limited liability company, the fine may be up to $1.5 rrullion. Clear­
ly, before beginning any production, young moviemakers already 
tight on funding should become familiar with their obligations under 
federal regulations. 

What about sleep deprivation? The motion picture and television 
industry has become known as an industry that demands a grueling 
work schedule-especially on independent sets, where crew members 
often fulfill multiple positions. In addition to the tragic death of Brent 
Hershman, lack of sleep has been raised as a possible contributing fac­
tor for truck driver Kevin Roper colliding with a limo bus on the New 
Jersey Turnpike earlier this year, killing comedianJames McNair and 
injuring actor Tracy Morgan and three others. Roper is charged with 
vehicular homicide and assault by auto. 

Acclaimed cinematographer and director Haskell Wexler covers 
sleep deprivation extensively in his 2006 documentary, Who Needs 
Sleep? With the nonprofit 12on12off (12on12off.weebly.com), which 
he founded with cinematographer Roderick E. Stevens, Wexler has 
long championed shorter work hours so that crews can not only get 
enough sleep, but time to spend with family and loved ones. The 
organization promotes what they call "humane and responsible film­
making" with three tenets: no more than 12 hours of work in a shift; 
no less than 12 hours of turnaround between shifts; and no more than 
six hours between meals. 

"Many try to consign the discussion to how many hours [they can 
get away with working]," Wexler says. "That's not where the discus­
sion begins. The discussion begins with what's best for the people who 

"work." He cites a recent Time magazine article, "The Power of Sleep" 
by Mice Park, which highlights the bodily effects of sleep deprivation, 
including possible permanent damage to cells and premature aging of 
the brain. 

"People know sleep deprivation's not good," he adds. "But they 
don't know how bad; that when you're sleep-deprived, it destroys 
your brain. Then there are the children who never get to see their 
father or mother, and we have to ask ourselves, 'Why do we do it?' 

"The guy who says, 'We've got to work 18 hours today; I know 
we've done three days in a row' -he's a good guy. He doesn't want 
to hurt you, himself, or his family. But why does he do it? Because 
something is more important [to our society] than human beings. We 
can't live in a culture where we put the bottom line ahead of human 
life, health, and safety. And it is not just our industry. It's going on 
worldwide, right now." 

The first time the DGA addressed an extended workday in their 
contract was in 1984. While safety training was previously an option 
offered to assistant directors and unit production managers, it became 
a mandatory requirement in their 2011 negotiations. The DGA set 
a deadline ofJuly 1, 2014 for members to complete the Directors 
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Gruld-Producer Training Plan's Safety Pass Training course, or 
risk becoming ineligible to work in Southern California. Poster 
calls this a "tremendous safety infrastructure." ''Anybody working 
for the majors needs to pass the [industry-wide] Contract Services 
Administration Trust Fund's Safety Pass Training tests before they PG 1 ~. 
are allowed to work in the western region. DPs, camera assistants, • 
craftspeople all have different classes, but there are some classes 
that are common for all. Our fellow IATSE Locals continue to hold 
OSHA classes throughout the country." 

Yudi Bennett was the first assistant director on Pleasantville. "I 
was involved when the DGA was able to get into its contract that if 
you worked over 16 hours, the producer has to offer a place to stay. 
The real mover on that was our negotiating committee chairman, 
Gil Cates. We tried to get the number, to 12 hours then~but there's 
always a compromise." 

Still, increased awareness has followed the Sarah Jones accident. 
Poster describes a Local 600 app called ICG Safety that contains safety 
hotlines for studios, their own safety hotline, safety guidelines, and 
articles. The app can be downloaded from the iTunes and Google Play 
stores. "It's available to everyone, not just our members. I'm also going 
to universities like Southern Illinois University and Baylor to talk to 
students. At safety meetings I tell everyone, 'You are your own safety 
officer. If you think sometbing's unsafe, speak up. Nothing is sacred."' 

"For almost any accident we hear about, we look back and see that 
something was preventable," SAG-AFTRA's Becherer said. "That's 
the saddest thing. But the other side is that out of tragedy comes a 
heightened awareness of safety." MM 

"WE CAN'T LIVE 
/NA CULTURE 

WHERE WE PUT 
THE BOTTOM LINE 

AHEAD OF HUMAN 
LIFE HEALTH, AND 

SAFETY" 


