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The ACTION Project
A web-based documentary on access to information in the MENA region

Director: Carola Hesse / dochouse.berlin

Storyline

The young Egyptian journalist and blogger Ahmed travels across the MENA region as a social media reporter 
with his professional smartphone equipment. He researches the state of access to information and govern-
mental transparency in the turbulent post-uprising environment. During his journey he encounters ordinary 
people like taxi drivers, barbers, young Muslim female students etc. and different access to information ad-
vocates (activists, journalists, politicians and civil servants) who are telling him their personal stories of how 
their lives and work have been affected by the uprising. While traveling Ahmed writes his personal blog about 
these experiences. 

During the journey through his homeland Egypt, Morocco, Palestine and Yemen the specific political situation 
of each country becomes apparent and very experiential for Ahmed. The film will have a particular focus on 
young people, the role of social media and their impact in times of political change. An example:
 At one of Sana’a’s main Western style coffee shops Ahmed meets a group of young people busy  
 with their laptops. One of them is the Yemeni journalist and activist Tawakkol Karman the first Arab  
 woman to receive the Nobel Peace Prize. She tells Ahmed that the majority of people in Sana’a 
 receive two to four hours of electricity a day. Many of the customers move from place to place in  
 search of public spaces with generators for Internet and electricity. „Electricity refugees” is how she  
 calls them. Even though the Internet is annoyingly slow the activists meet in the cafe to fill the social  
 media networks with information. 
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  Tawakkol tells Ahmed that since there is a lack of independent media in Yemen social media has  
 filled that information void. Since the established media outlets publish mainly whitewashed 
 information, they keep on fighting for social media coverage even despite major electricity problems.  
 Local, regional and international media use some of this independent reporting. 

The political turbulences in the region have also found their expression in culture and art. Ahmed visits some 
Egyptian contemporary poets and musicians in Cairo where they meet and celebrate the anniversary of the 
revolution by reciting political poetry and singing revolutionary songs. Here an impression I shot on the first 
anniversary with my smartphone: https://youtu.be/YHBxRbc1XbU

All over Ahmed meets people with a wide range of attempts to access relevant information. Some of the to-
pics could be the saleries of government officers, public housing contracts, management of water resources, 
fossile energy distribution, medical treatment rights, progress of educational reforms, disclosure of the entire 
state budget. Although environmental problems like air quality and increasing draughts are currently rather 
ignored in the MENA countries, such topics should be included. Of great importance are inspiring stories of 
people who successfully accessed relevant information after overcoming obstacles. 

Philosophy of the filmmaker for this project

Paramount is to allow authentic situations to evolve naturally rather than staging them. This can be achieved 
by giving the protagonists sufficient time to express themselves. The film crew has to be unobtrusive to let 
real emotions between the actors unfold. An honest feeling expressed by someone can be more worth than 
any stylistic tool.     

To get a distinct impression of each country’s culture we will be very close to the protagonists and meet them 
in their everyday life. While Ahmed is traveling around images of the passing by landscapes and the street 
hassle will give the audience a feeling for the place. To maintain the authenticity of the film natural light will 
be used as much as possible. 

In terms of my approach I am influenced by the British documentary filmmaker Kim Longinotto whose work-
shop I attended during my studies at Goldsmiths College University of London and by the filmmaker Sergej 
Dvortsevoy from Kazakhstan with whom I conducted a phone interview for my MA thesis. Both directors are 
exemplary in portraying people in a very natural way without ever forcing anything. The lyrical moments in 
their films enchant because they are subtle and derive from the protagonists reality.
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During the shooting of the film the later use on the platform will already be anticipated. This means that even 
small vignettes should be understood without the larger context. At the same time these elements have to fit 
together for the tv-documentary.

A detailed post-production proposal for the web-based documentary and the tv-documentary can be 
found a few pages below.

Online structure of the web-doc and the project platform

A web-doc with its interactive characteristic leaves possibilities for audience participation. These will be ad-
ded into the structure presented in the post-production proposal.

 - The blog Ahmed is writing during the journey will be accessed within the web-based documentary  
 by adding the menu option Ahmed’s blog. In this blog the user has the opportunity to follow the story  
 from Ahmed’s viewpoint by reading his daily blog posts, watching his smartphone-videos and 
 participating in the blog debate.

 - Inviting the audience to become citizen journalists by sending their access to information stories  
 via YouTube to us lets the user become part of the documentary. If these videos fit in and can be  
 verified, they could be uploaded into a menu option more stories. 

Since access to information is the subject of both documentary versions, this will be reflected throughout the 
whole project platform by a range of technical options, which give access to useful information and digital 
tools for the fight against corruption. These are:

 - user-generated-content options, where users can start a debate and network with one another 
 across countries.

 - various options to drive social change by including ACTION-tools like digital anti-corruption tools  
 and apps e.g. Ushahidi, FrontlineSMS, websites like ipaidabribe and open data applications. 
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To keep the platform user friendly it will be divided into different formats like interactive web-doc, film, debate 
and network, and ACTION-tools. The following is an example of a well-arranged structure: 
http://squeezeme.de/en.html




