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Highlights of 2014-2020  

Creative Europe Desks Flanders & Wallonie-Bruxelles present  

‘Belgian Good Practices’  

MEDIA case study 1°: JEF, the Flemish authority on youth film  

Nina Payrhuber 

Curious about youth film?  

For most of us, youth content is not our daily concern. Although one might argue that, since we are 

working in the audio-visual industry, we should all be more aware of the specific needs and evolutions 

of the genre. The cliché of youth being the future applies equally to the media sector. Young audiences 

have a drastically different way of consuming and interpreting film content. If we want to stay relevant 

in the future, it is crucial we stay up to date with trends among young audiences, how they watch and 

consume, how they interpret things differently.  

The Creative Europe programme supports some 70 of Europe’s most promising and ambitious film 

festivals and has two aims: promoting the diversity of European audio-visual works and increasing the 

audience’s knowledge and interest in these works, particularly among young audiences. A good case 

for Belgium is the youth film organisation JEF, which annually organises the JEF film festival for young 

audiences during the ‘crocus holidays’ (Belgian school holiday in February). JEF is, however, much more 

than just a festival. A strong drive for cooperation and a readiness to think out of the box have allowed 

JEF to grow successfully and expand both geographically and content wise, thanks to a whole range of 

Creative Europe grants. 

JEF, what’s that? 

Since the initiation of the 2014-2020 MEDIA programme, the JEF festival has annually received Support 

for Film Festivals (with one exception in 2016). But the JEF festival is only one part of a much larger 

organisation. JEF is a fusion of four Flemish organisations involved in audio-visual youth content; Het 

Jeugdfilmfestival (the Youth Film Festival), Jekino Distribution, Jekino Education and Lessen in het 

Donker (Lessons in the Dark). For years, all four organisations would occasionally work together. With 

the encouragement of the Flemish Audio-visual Film Fund (VAF), a leap forward was made with an 

official merger in 2017. Initially, various matters, such as the contradictory revenue models of the 

former organisations, proved a challenge. “The biggest issues have been solved by now”, says Iris 

Verhoeven, the general coordinator of the new JEF structure. “JEF can now focus entirely on making 

an impact on youth film and adapting to the innovations and ever-evolving challenges within the 

sector.” But what exactly is the local and international importance of an organisation like JEF and how 

has Creative Europe enabled it to transcend its original objectives? 

JEF, a festival in sync with Creative Europe’s objectives 

The JEF festival follows in the footsteps of Het Jeudfilmfestival (JEFF, Youth Film Festival) that 

premiered at Cinema Cartoons in Antwerp in 1989. Over the years the festival expanded both in 

content (e.g. masterclasses and medialabs) and geographic scope, first with a new location at Cinema 
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Lumière in Bruges and later with screenings in the Flemish city of Ghent and regional cities like Kortrijk, 

Roeselare and Leuven. The 32nd 2020 edition kicked off with school screenings on 11 February, with 

the big opening on 15 February, and a finale on 1 March. For almost three full weeks the public is 

treated to quality youth films, pitches, industry events, workshops, installations, and entertainment.  

First of all JEF has itself become a ‘quality label’, not only offering quality films but also a superior 

festival experience to both children and parents. Additionally, the weeks’ long film experience in six 

Flemish cities provides democratic access to culture, reducing the mental and/or physical barriers that 

still exist in many places. This is relevant, since parents with young children rarely travel further than 

30 km for a show. This approach, rolled out in 2019, enabled JEF to attract 13,500 visitors with a 

selection of 95 films during 150 screenings. Most of the screened films were independent European 

works from a wide range of countries, which otherwise would barely reach Belgian audiences. Such a 

platform for European films with a focus on young audiences is exactly what the current Creative 

Europe programme is seeking and is highly appreciated by the public. 

“The Creative Europe support to JEF festival has been instrumental in 

reaching a higher level and outgrowing the local scene. Besides the 

financial support, Creative Europe is a quality label, one that JEF is very 

proud of”, Iris Verhoeven Director of JEF.  

In common with other festivals, JEF also organises events for the professional community, such as 

pitching and networking moments. The educational dimension of the festival is covered by 15 types of 

masterclasses and workshops, taught by young makers themselves. A MediaLab, a so-called ‘audio-

visual playground’, fulfils another educational need. MediaLab is created in cooperation with several 

international artists, indie game developers and students of DEVINE (Digital design and development), 

a unique graduation training programme of Howest in Kortrijk. It offers all kinds of interactive (digital) 

installations on technology and art and provides an interactive and innovative way of learning for 

children. JEF does not shy away either from digital technology or online activities and stays relevant by 

following the latest digital innovations, and translating this into being very active on social media in 

order to keep up with young audiences. Here again Creative Europe applauds the efforts made towards 

digital innovations. According to Iris, “the Creative Europe support to JEF festival has been instrumental 

in reaching a higher level and outgrowing the local scene”. Besides the financial support, she cherishes 

the Creative Europe MEDIA label as a quality label, one that JEF is very proud of. 

JEF, the bigger picture 

Promoting youth film is a never-ending challenge. “Youth festivals lack something of the allure, the 

glimmer and glamour of ‘grownup’ festivals. In recent years, however, there seems to be a new-found 

appreciation for youth films”, according to Iris. This is reflected in the Creative Europe regulations and 

also noticed in the field. The city of Antwerp, for example, explicitly decided to encourage the JEF 

festival and focus on youth content, instead of supporting other initiatives. JEF both supports and 

drives this renewed appreciation and attention for youth film by assuming the active role as mediator 

between policy makers and the national and international film industry. Since the merger, JEF can have 

a bigger impact: its extensive network and know-how sets JEF apart as the leading Flemish authority 

on youth film. Clearly, the organisation adopts different roles. For one, JEF is a distributor of 10 to 12 

films a year, continuing the former business of Jekino Distribution. Every year it also promotes one 

Flemish youth film: Cloud Boy (2017), Rosie en Moussa (2018) and Binti (2019). Together with the VAF, 

https://professionals.jeugdfilm.be/nl/blog/8-films-die-samenvatten-waar-jef-voor-staat
https://professionals.jeugdfilm.be/nl/blog/8-films-die-samenvatten-waar-jef-voor-staat
https://www.howest.be/en
https://www.howest.be/en
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JEF aims to promote three films per year, but unfortunately the crop of youth films being made in 

Flanders is still too small.  

“Youth festivals lack something of the allure, the glimmer and glamour 

of ‘grownup’ festivals. In recent years, however, there seems to be a 

new-found appreciation for youth films”, Iris Verhoeven Director of 

JEF.  

Additionally JEF plays a leading role in Flemish film education for young audiences, building on both 

Jekino Education and Lessen in het Donker (Lessons in the Dark). Of the quarter million youngsters JEF 

attracts yearly, 70% are reached via its educational activities, school screenings, weekly workshops for 

kids, film kits used in schools, and training for teachers. For example, teachers are encouraged to use 

JEF’s Film literacy model, a work tool to engage film as an educational instrument, not only 

thematically but also as a way of looking at the world. In 2018, JEF, together with VAF and support of 

the Flemish Authority, also created ‘the Film Club’, offering schools a selection of quality films for after 

school hours screenings. These activities are organised year round and as such are not limited to a film 

festival event.  

The film festival and the Film Club are the two events actually organised by JEF. For other Belgian film 

festivals, such as Film Fest Ghent and Film Festival Oostend, where they co-organise a Family Day or 

provide specific youth content and entertainment, JEF works as an intermediary. This cooperation also 

extends to cinemas and other relevant associations. JEF is all about strengthening and expanding the 

youth film sector in Flanders, Belgium and Europe. According to Iris, working together with other 

(youth) festivals and organisations at both national and international level is the way to achieve a 

strong(er) youth film sector. An example of this is how JEF and Anima resolved a potential conflict of 

interest for the openings of their respective 2020 festivals: having both set their eyes on the same film 

Marona's Fantastic Tale, they decided to share the premiere and potential related costs (guest 

speakers, translations, subtitling, etc.).  

JEF, going beyond Belgian borders 

This type of cooperation also operates at international level, mainly thanks to ECFA (European 

Children’s Film Association), initiated by Jekino in 1988. ECFA is a huge network and provides 

opportunities for professionals in youth film to meet, exchange and learn from each other. Iris explains 

that internationalisation is further stimulated by Creative Europe. Within the Creative Europe 

programme, JEF has been successful in acquiring funding from multiple sources, a confirmation of the 

strength of the merger into one big youth film organisation. For the last couple of years JEF repeatedly 

received funding not only for Support to Film Festivals, but also Support for the Distribution of non-

national films (both Automatic & Selective), Promotion of European Audiovisual Works Online and even 

for the cross-sectoral call Bridging Culture and Audiovisual Content through Digital.  

“By cooperating internationally you really get to know your partners, 

how they work, think, react. This exchange brings about a crucial 

transfer of know-how that benefits all parties and strengthens the 

industry at a European level”, Iris Verhoeven Director of JEF.  

Before the merger Jekino already received distribution support, which has continued since. In 2017 JEF 

took a new international and digital step by successfully applying for Promotion of European 

Audiovisual Works Online to launch the online platform Film for Kids in Hospitals (JEF in het Ziekenhuis) 

https://professionals.jeugdfilm.be/en/blog/filmwijsheid-het-jef-model
https://professionals.jeugdfilm.be/en/blog/filmwijsheid-het-jef-model
https://professionals.jeugdfilm.be/nl/meer-dan-film/filmclub
https://professionals.jeugdfilm.be/nl/meer-dan-film/filmclub
https://www.ecfaweb.org/
https://www.ecfaweb.org/
https://www.jeugdfilm.be/beleef-film/in-het-ziekenhuis
https://www.jeugdfilm.be/beleef-film/in-het-ziekenhuis
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in cooperation with the Croatian organisation Kids meet Art and the Swedish BUFF International 

Children and Young People's Festival. The platform offers movies to children who have little or no 

opportunity to visit the film festivals in person. The overwhelming success was followed by a second 

grant in 2018 and led to a renewed application this year for an expansion of the programme including 

even more international partners from inter alia Spain, Italy and Slovakia. “By cooperating 

internationally you really get to know your partners, how they work, think, react. This exchange brings 

about a crucial transfer of know-how that benefits all parties and strengthens the industry at a 

European level”, says Iris. 

Last year the project Real Heroes, coordinated by VRT, with JEF as one of five additional partners, 
received funding via the cross-sectoral call Bridging culture and audiovisual content through digital. 
This project will work around the digitalisation of heritage, aspiring to create an easy accessible 
operational cross-platform of mixed reality storytelling. The created audio-visual installations will 
invite young people to engage and interact with superstars of European science, art and society, e.g. 
Leonardo da Vinci. JEF will get the young audiences on board by presenting the installations during the 
festival.  
 

Enthusiastic about the potential of international collaboration, JEF is also actively looking into setting 

up a film festival network with Cinekid (NL) and Kids Kino (PL). They envision a tool that facilitates the 

prospecting and acquisition of youth content to be shared by different international festivals. It was 

the new Creative Europe action Support to Film Festivals: Action 2 – Support to European Networks of 

Festivals, launched in October 2019, that incited JEF to think about this new kind of cooperation, Iris 

explains. As such Creative Europe pushes JEF to think out of the box and explore new ways of 

innovation.  

Recently JEF together with Cinekid (NL) also applied for a project within a different European 

programme, Digital Single Market, for the Preparatory Action Cinemas as Innovation Hubs for Local 

Communities. Here again a stimulating cooperation came about because of a new EU incentive. Funds 

or not, the steps to talk with international partner festivals have been taken and will make cooperation 

in the future self-evident. The strong European contacts established through international projects 

have influenced JEF’s way of thinking and constantly stimulate it to reach out farther to create even 

more.  

Creative Europe, besides being a quality label, has encouraged and enabled JEF, both the festival and 

the larger organisation, to outgrow its national potential, to be more daring and to reach a level of 

expertise never imagined before.  

 

Video Belgian Highlights of Creative Europe 2014-2020 
Production & Editing: Nina Payrhuber 
Video fragments: © JEF 
Music: Holberg suite, opus 40 in an adaptation for saxophone 
(Edward  Grieg)  played by SCARBO Quartet   
©Performers rights: SCARBO Quartet 
© Recording: KLARA/VRT 
Text 
© Creative Europe Desk – Flanders & Creative Europe Desk 
Wallonie-Bruxelles 

 

https://www.sedmikontinent.org/
https://www.sedmikontinent.org/
https://www.buff.se/en/
https://www.buff.se/en/
https://www.buff.se/en/
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