Counting Sheep
WHAT IS GREEN TV?


GREEN TV is a non-profit, 501c3 film production company based in San Francisco.  We combine probing environmental journalism with dramatic wildlife and natural history footage.  We tell stories about people and their connections with the natural world in documentaries for broadcast and classroom distribution.


Mainstream media is obsessed with money, sex and celebrity.  We think people are smarter than that.  We believe there’s a significant audience that craves honest, fair reporting of stories that really matter.  We look for stories that aren’t told anywhere else.


Television journalist Frank Green established GREEN TV in 1990.  The first project was The Forest Through the Trees: Battle for the Redwoods, completed that year.  Narrated by Sydney Pollack, this film takes an even-handed look at the highly-charged issues of logging of California’s privately-held redwood forests.  It was nominated for an Emmy, won the Gold Plaque at the Chicago Film Festival, a Special Jury Award from the National Educational Film Festival, and was aired on Discovery and a number of PBS stations.


A series of films on forests, forestry and forest communities followed.  For El Dorado, Frank followed a story of a community in conflict in the Sierra Nevada foothills for several years.   The film takes an unusually unbiased look at four local residents, two timber workers and two environmentalists, as they try to balance the health of the Eldorado National Forest with the jobs of the workers who depend on it.  It is narrated by actress Mary Steenburgen.  By humanizing all the characters in the film, it shows a profound respect for both sides of this volatile issue.  El Dorado won the “Best Film on Mountain Environment” at the 1997 Banff Film Festival, and several other national awards.  It was broadcast on PBS stations and distributed to high school and college classrooms.


GREEN TV funds its work with grants and donations from local and regional foundations and individual donors.  The Forest Through the Trees had over 500 individual donors.  We rely on volunteer labor for much of the production and raise funds for hard expenses and professional freelance skills.  


After many years of environmental film production and quite a few films under our belts, it is fair to say that we have earned a reputation for exploring complex issues in a balanced and open-minded way.  We’re well known for compelling imagery and high production values.
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PRODUCTION NOTES

by Frank Green

It's not easy filming wild bighorn sheep in the high canyons of California's eastern Sierra Nevada range.  As a cameraman, I found Sierra Nevada bighorn sheep a unique challenge.

They're at home at 12,000 feet where bending over to tie your shoelaces makes you winded.  When the bighorn see humans, they climb higher.  So you climb.  And then they climb.  They have four legs to your two, and they're not carrying 85 lbs. of video gear.  Perhaps that's why nobody has ever filmed Sierra Nevada bighorn sheep before.

Over eleven years, I made over twenty expeditions to the backcountry of the Sierra.  Some generous equipment manufacturers helped outfit these expeditions, such as Patagonia, Boreal, Eureka! and Cabela's.  Many friends and volunteers helped me pack the television gear, camping supplies and food into our basecamps, from which we radiated each day to places we hoped to see the animals.  I used llamas for pack animals once but could have gotten more cooperation from a roomful of cats.

We used broadcast television equipment, specially modified for the mountains.  Solar panels charged camera batteries.  Special adaptations allowed us to use a tripod in the snow.  Wind was the constant enemy of stable pictures, so we hung sacks of rocks on the tripod to add weight and stability.  I used a 50-300mm Nikon zoom lens from a still camera, adapted for the Sony video camera, for most of the videography of the Sierra bighorn.  In order to fit the camera gear into the backpacks for the trail, it had to be disassembled into many pieces.  When we spotted bighorn sheep it would take several minutes to field-assemble the cumbersome camera, lens and tripod. Often the sheep would be in the next county by the time we got ready to shoot. 

Sierra bighorn don’t drink.  They’re comfortable in dry canyons, where they nibble on sparse vegetation for moisture.  The camera crew was more demanding.  On one long base-camp expedition, I convinced nine friends to become human mules, and we hauled six hundred pounds of water over a sheer rock face into the canyon, enough for me and my soundman for several weeks of a stakeout.  

By far the hardest problem was just finding the sheep.  With bighorn numbers in the low hundreds, and living in a range of hundreds of square miles, they are needles in a haystack.  Sometimes we'd go out for weeks without finding any.  Other times we got lucky . . . and over ten years of shooting, we learned a few of their habits.

The trick with filming bighorn sheep is not to hide.  If you conceal yourself, the bighorns’ amazing eyesight will always find you.  They will think you're a predator, and climb away.  We built rock blinds, and we tried camouflage, but they were too smart and their eyes are too good.  They didn’t buy it.  Often, if we weren't too close, and stayed in the open, they would tolerate our crew.  When the rams were butting heads, they were so absorbed in demolishing each other they occasionally let us approach closer. 
