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Synopsis
Work capital is movable. What about humans?

“Human Capital – The Employment Trade“ portrays the fate of three people and their struggle through the global  world of work:
Chamila Alvis moves from Sri Lanka to Cyprus.  She struggles with her separation from her children and her home land and tries to deal with the foreign world she has entered...
Dirk Wagner and Volker Nebelung try to escape the construction recession in East Germany.  They prepare themselves for a trip to Europe’s largest construction site, in London...

Jay Gaines, a headhunter in New York, searches desperately on Wall Street for candidates  for the position of head executive of a gigantic corporation.  If he doesn’t find ‚Mr Perfect’ soon, he will risk not only hunderds of thousands of dollars, but also his good reputation...
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A documentary film of 52 minutes.   
 Broadcast date: September 28, 2004 at 20:45 on ARTE 

 Regie: Robert Cibis & Lilian Franck

These days, if you wanted to guess what someone’s income was and were only allowed to ask one question, that question would be:  “What country do you live in?”  The reason for this is the huge differences in the average incomes of different countries.  In twenty years you will have to ask a different question in order to guess someone’s wages: “What is your training and education?” 

Bill Gates, Business@ the Speed of Thought
This prophesy of Bill Gates’ is on its way to becoming true.  The worth of a human in the employment world depends on his or her skills and on the state of the market; Humans are becoming easily replaceable labor capital.  This ‚capital’ can be moved from one company to another; from one continent to another.  This migration of workers has created a new industry:  private recruitment agencies.
Changing one’s job and often even one’s country of residence means exchanging a new world for an old one.  This can be very difficult on a personal level.  This ‚human capital’ is, after all, simply people.
Columbia, Sri Lanka:  CHAMILA ALVIS doesn’t know how she can support her three small children, now that her husband has died in an accident.  There is no work for her in Sri Lanka.  She gets up the courage to go to an interview with an agency that arranges to send cheap female labor to Europe.  She plans to start as a housemaid in Cypress.
Magdeburg, Germany:  Two of the hundreds of unemployed construction workers from East Germany, VOLKER NEBELUNG and DIRK WAGNER learn about jobs in foreign countries at the job exchange.  An attractive Dutch woman promises them very well-paid work in London. They will help to construct Terminal 5 of the London Heathrow airport.  But first they must pass a two-month English course.
New York, USA:  the headhunter Jay Gaines only places people in senior positions, that is, positions with earnings starting at $600,000 a year.  He is like a secret agent between two fronts:  the customer (a firm with top-level positions to fill) and the company that will lose some important manpower.  At the moment he is under a lot of pressure because his latest assignment is threatening to be a disaster.  He is using all of his charm on the telephone to try to procure a ‚Mr. or Ms. Perfect’ as fast as possible for for his impatient customer.
Meanwhile, while CHAMILA practices in chorus with her class of adult women the new English phrase ‚cooking pot’, VOLKER and DIRK are proving their knowledge of  construction under the critical eyes of  their possible next employer in the courtyard of the job center in Magdeburg.

In New York, Jay Gaines is holding a crisis meeting in his company.  The members of the meeting are all wondering whether they should just throw in the towel on this assignment.

Now that DIRK and VOLKER have passed their English class and numerous tests, they are waiting to begin their new work in England.  However, the starting date is delayed week after week.  An unpleasant surprise may await them, and they may find themselves in a completely different situation than they have been expecting...
CHAMILA has been lucky:  she gets to report to a new position as a nanny in Nicosia.  Her entire family accompanies her to the airport.  Leaving her children with their grandmother is especially hard for her.

As she arrives in Cyprus she is received and brought to her new home by her Cypriote agent.  She is standing in a huge house, filled with unfamiliar smells, a foreign language and a pack of obstreperous children...
The headhunter Jay Gaines has to put his foot in his mouth again and offers his customer not only an embarassing but also inappropriate proposition.  His facade of a cool, successful Wall Street headhunter is beginning to crumble.  But he isn’t giving up yet...
Our three protagonists are going through similar phases in the global employment placement process:  No matter which side they are on, where they come from, or how much money they have, they are but stocks in the employment stockmarket.  And they are discovering something particularly threatening as they speculate or as they are speculated upon:  their feelings.
Protagonisten
The Capital
Chamila Alvis, Colombo, Sri Lanka

„The people in Cyprus should treat foreigners as they treat their own fellow citizens.  All one has to do is go there to see what it’s really like there.“

Chamila (age 32) is trained to be a soldier and a children’s nurse.  Her brother believes, however, that she should not work; he feels it is not fitting for a woman.  Until the death of her husband it also wasn’t necessary.  Chamila lives with her mother, her three children, and, what’s more, her sister and her husband and children, in a small cabin with a roof of corrugated tin, on the border of Colombo, Sri Lanka.

In order to be able to give herself and her children more space, and them a better education, she is looking for work as a nanny or housemaid in Europe.
Volker Nebelung, Ballenstedt, Germany
„First it has to work out:  First you have to survive the first four weeks.“
After his mandatory army duty, Volker Nebelung did assembly work in the Ukraine.  Next he was employed as a construction worker and later as an overseer, both at the firm Bilfinger Berger.  He lost his job after the intrusion of the construction industry in East Germany.  He lives with his wife and son in their own house in Ballenstedt near Magdeburg.
Dirk Wagner, Wernigerode, Germany

„Maybe we will have another child.  When I get home at three or four in the afternoon, it’s just boring.“

Dirk is a carpenter  by trade and has worked many years setting up construction molds.  Then he opened his own gift shop.  That enterprise didn’t bring in enough income, so he has been on unemployment for a while.  He uses his time to work with his wife, renovating and modifying their house in Koenigshuette (Harz).  However, he desperately needs money and therefore wants to move to England as soon as possible.
Paul Lockmiller, New York, USA

"A good resume typically has information on it that says Ì did something at company X, I did it well and we saved 20 mio dollars."
The Agents
Jay Gaines, Jay Gaines & Company Inc., New York, USA
“The problem with the boys on Wall Street is that when they are successful, they get spoiled.”
Jay Gaines studied psychology and has worked since 1972 as an executive search consultant.  He opened his own company in 1982, in which he now employs about 20 people.  He works predominantly in the areas of finance, banking, and information technology (IT).   He is married, has two children, and enjoys fishing, boating, and dreaming about cars.

Reinhard Mandl, EDER Construction, Salzburg, Austria

“We don’t work with trucks, we work with human fates.”
Emmely Frenken, Northstar, Tilburg, Netherlands

“We can’t verify 100% whether you can do all that you say you can do.  However, within a day you’ll mess up and then you can just go home.”
Pambos Papadamou, Papadamou Travel, Nicosia, Cyprus 

„You’ve done this and that; God will reward you or punish you or whatever, depending on what you have done.  Isn’t that true?”

Mohammed Hafell, Al Rashid Private Limited, Colombo, Sri Lanka

„The people in Cyprus have a different culture; the country belongs to Europe.  Chamila, you have to get used to that.“

Subject
Beginners in the world of employment can forget the idea of one job for life.  A young American has to expect to change his or her position at least eleven times in 40 years.
Andreas Molitor, Die Zeit
Because of the globalisation of the world market, public employment exchanges face more and more impossible tasks, while the private recruitment agencies are becoming more professional.

In spite of the 5 1/2 million unemployed  in Germany, 1 1/2 million employment positions are unfilled.  A large part of the unemployment  problem is a problem of recruitment.  Although half of longtime unemployed individuals have limited qualifications, one third of businesses do have open positions which don’t need more qualifications than these unemployed have.
On the one hand, unemployment is rising; on the other, there is an abundance of unpleasant and poorly compensated positions.   

In the open employment market it is necessary to match people with jobs for the most efficient production.  Employment exchanges deal with the most important commodity in our society.  A study from the World Bank claims that 60% of  the wealth of a nation is human resources (and 20% each of raw materials and products).

Cheap Work—Housemaids from Developing Countries

International recruitment is increasing for poorly paid positions which no European would take.  Foreign women workers from poor countries leave their children behind in order to earn the money to feed and educate them.  As an example, the International Monetary Fund has calculated that the contribution of foreign housemaids to the Gross National Product (GNP) is approximately 2 3/4 billion Euros per year--- and rising.

International Employment Exchange for Construction Work

Motives to work in a foreign country include higher education opportunities, hopes for furthering careers, and simply a love for adventure.  However, the main incitement to glance over the borders of another country is usually unemployment.  According to government statistics, approximately 111,000 Germans turn their backs on their homeland each year.

In Sachsen-Anhalt, East Germany, the unemployment rate in the construction industry has run to 43% and cuts continue.  The Dutch recruitment agency Northstar has the task of finding German, Portuguese, and Finnish construction workers to work on the construction of Terminal 5 of London’s Heathrow airport.  To this end Northstar is working closely with the federal employment offices of each country as well as for example the European Job Centre in Magdeburg.
Headhunting

“Executive Search“, a third party professional employment recruitment agency, has been widespread in the US since the 1950s, and also in Germany for about the last 30 years.  Headhunters recruit individuals ‚under cover’ for top positions and special employment fields.  When they have found the right candidate for a position, they have to lure them from their current job.  The ‚poached’ candidates bring along with them their contacts and their specialties from one position to the next.

Concept and Intention
OVAL filmmakers Robert Cibis and Lilian Franck

on the film and its conception.

Concept

In 1988 we were taking a walk through the city park in Nicosia, Cyprus, when we were suddenly encircled by hundreds of Sri Lanken women in colorful garments.  As we were curious to know where they had come from all at once, we started up a conversation with Mali, one of the women.  We found out that they were all housemaids working in Cyprus, and that employment agents had organized their recruitment in their own country and placed them into new jobs without a hitch.

At this time a friend of ours was romantically involved with a headhunter.  We were fascinated to learn more about this profession, which was previously completely unknown to us.  We connected the two spontaneously and thus arose the concept for „Human Capital:  The Business of Work.“  Even the title was obvious to us from the very beginning.

Intention

We envision the protagonists of the film as representing a snapshot of society.  We want to portray the societal process at a personal level.  Our intent is to sharpen the blurry motion of the merry-go-round.  To experience the laborers’ new beginnings, we jump together onto the rotating carousel with them.  When we jump off, we see how the employment agencies make it work. 
You are what you do.  We are asking what you are, when you no longer do what you did before, and what you are, when you don’t yet do what you will do later, and we also ask the question of what you are during the gray area in between.

On trips I have always been surprised by the people for whom the journey doesn’t count.  For me it is almost the most important part...In the end, it is when one lives the most...For these people this time simply doesn’t exist.  For them, that time is a kind of numb time, and the only time that exists is the stopped time during which they can say that they are at the place that they have just arrived at, and from which they will part; and nothing else exists between the two.  I think that it is exactly this in-between moment which exists.  

Jean-Luc Godard, press conference in Avignon
Teamlist

OVAL Filmemacher

Lilian Franck and Robert Cibis have been interested in the subject of global employment exchange for a long time. Robert Cibis did research in Paris by working for four months in a top level headhunter agency. Lilian Franck won first prize of the Young Life club and the Jusos Berlin for her article « Die Zukunft der Arbeit » (published in Arbeit Ohne Zukunft ?—Eindruecke am Ende des Jahrhunderts, SPW Verlag, Dortmund).

The Co-Producer

MA.JA.DE is one of the few production companies in Germany that has been producing high quality international films for years.

In 1995, Heino Deckert, the director, established d.net., an amalgamation of seven independent European producers. This cooperation led to the creation of d.net.sales, an international distributer, in which Heino Deckert reigned as director for five years. In 2003, Deckert Distribution took over the global marketing of its own documentaries again.

The Cutter

After earning her diploma in film cutting at the HFF Potsdam, Anja Neraal cut numerous films and documentaries for television and theater. She now works as a freelance cutter at RBB (Radio Television Berlin and Brandenburg) and for various production companies.

Sound studio STIL 

Christian Hagitte and Simon Bertling comprise an experienced production team and own their own sound studio in Berlin. They have not only composed film music and 

mixed and synchronized documentaries and other films, they have also produced numerous radio dramas (for instance, « The Pit and the Pendulum » by Edgar Allen Poe bitte mit Link auf unsere Seite) under their own label STIL for Lübbe , Hörverlag and Universal Music.
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