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$10K Grant Received in 2022 to film documentary about Afghan families in Worcester, MA

Below are the grant application questions (with my application responses) from the
Worcester Arts Council’s online grant application:

In a few sentences, what are your observations of the COVID-19 public health and/or economic
impacts on the arts/humanities sector? *

COVID-19 could have shut down work for many artists who depend on live performances and
collaborative creativity. The film industry was no exception. I do think, however, that many artists
evolved during the pandemic and found creative ways to both develop work and share it with
others. The pandemic was proof that creative expression cannot be shut down.

In a few sentences, how has COVID-19 directly impacted your work as an artist/in the
humanities sector? *

COVID-19 shut down film productions almost entirely, leaving many filmmakers including myself
scrambling to find work and express creativity. More importantly, for me, however, COVID-9
forced me to stop everything and take a hard look at the world around me. The disparities
between different groups of people within our world became glaring to me, and this really made
me reevaluate the stories I was telling and the stories I was not telling; the real human stories
that need to be told.

In a few sentences, how would the grant funds help you respond and recover from the
COVID-19 impacts you identified in the previous question? *

The grant funds would allow me to tell the stories of people who did not have the luxury to worry
about COVID-19 because right in the middle of the COVID-19 pandemic, they were forced to
flee their homes, leave behind their families, and suffer unimaginable loss. These funds allow
me to shift my focus as a filmmaker to include real living stories of people whose stories are not
being told.

Describe in detail the work you will accomplish. *

In August 2021, when the US pulled out of Afghanistan, I felt a deep sense of loss for people I
did not know and a land I had never visited. When I heard that my city would become the home
to hundreds of Afghan refugees, I offered to temporarily host one Afghan family. Late in the
evening of November 1st, 2021, twelve weary and frightened people arrived at my house. To
welcome them, I cooked a huge meal of Afghan rice with Halal lamb, naan, and warm tea. As
we sat down for our first meal together, my life would forever be changed by this beautiful family.
Over the course of the month that we lived together, I learned their stories. We laughed and
cried together. I felt the pain of their unbearable loss of home and purpose, and for some of the
adult children, the pain of the separation from their spouses and small children, who were still in
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Afghanistan, living in hiding. My life was so much richer for having shared their stories with them
and I have been blessed with the honor of their love and trust.

Their stories are stories that need to be documented and shared. They are the living history of
our city and country and I am afraid that one day we will look back on this time and forget these
stories. They will become watered down. And this slice of human history will be lost.

I want to capture these first-hand stories to share with our community now and in the future. I
will create a docu-series featuring the stories of five Afghan refugee families that have been
resettled in Worcester. These stories will include the stories of my friends, as well as four other
families, capturing the diversity of the Afghan languages and cultures, as well as experiences.
We will meet a father and two sons who served as soldiers for the US government and held off
the Taliban after the US troops left so that US weapons would not wind up in the hands of the
Taliban. We will meet a mother whose son was murdered by the Taliban after she was
evacuated to the US. We will hear the many stories of individuals who were forced to flee
without their spouses and small children. We will hear the stories of the young and the old alike
and, although no two stories will be alike, we will see a common theme of human beings having
to make the decision to run away from everything they have ever known, leaving their homes,
their jobs, their families, and their friends behind.

I will work closely with Jen Frye, the executive director of WARM, to identify five families who
represent a diverse spectrum of the Afghan refugees in Worcester. I will spend one day with
each of the five families, capturing their stories, as well as some of their cultures and traditions.
Using an interpreter from the Afghan community, I will dig into their journeys to the US, as well
as their lives before coming to the US. We will discuss their hopes and dreams and fears. We
will dig into their struggles, while also capturing moments of joy. As with any documentary style
filming, we will go in with a plan, but maintain an open mind to enter a conversation that will
capture their truth.

Here is a breakdown of my proposed production schedule:

DEVELOPMENT & PREPRODUCTION (5 Days): I will work with Jennifer Frye to identify the
five families who we will feature. We will schedule one date with each family. I will also work with
Jen Frye to create a preliminary list of questions that we will use as a baseline for the interviews.
I will contract one female Afghan translator for the project and share the questions with them. A
male interpreter would limit our ability to interview the younger women in the households and we
want to be able to include their stories where possible. I will secure all crew members for the
dates we are shooting. I will have all agreements translated into Dari and Pashto, as well as
have the translator create an audio recording of the agreements for those who may not read
and write. I will have these agreements signed prior to the dates we are filming.
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PRODUCTION (5 Days): The crew and I will spend eight hours (one day) with each of the five
families. In an effort to be as least invasive as possible, I will bring in a crew of just five people:
one director (me), one camera operator, one sound recordist, and one interpreter. We will work
with simple equipment and be flexible with each space we enter. We will spend one day with
each family, capturing their daily lives and rituals.

In Afghan culture, sharing a meal is always the priority. We cannot go into an Afghan home and
just get to business interviewing people without first sitting down for a meal, which they will
undoubtedly have prepared before we arrive. It is during the meals that we bond and develop
trust. When we arrive, we will set up lighting and cameras and mic some of the family members.
These meals, as well as everything that happens over the course of the day, will be filmed. We
will try to weave our questions into the conversations so that the interviews feel natural and not
forced. It will be important to spend the entire day with each family to gain their trust and get a
glimpse into their lives in this strange new land.

POST PRODUCTION (7 Days): I will work closely with the post production team of two (editor
and sound mixer/designer) to weave together each family’s stories into a 30-minute “episode”.
Cutting approximately 8 hours of footage down into a 30-minute segment will require a lot of
time and collaboration between the editor and myself. Once we have a final cut, we ill have the
translator create subtitles for all non-English dialogue, as well as Pashto and Dari subtitles for
all English dialogue.

Please respond in 500 words or fewer, approximately 1 single-spaced page.
Where will this work take place physically? Please address both the location(s) for the
preparation towards the final project for public benefits AND the public component. *

The preproduction and postproduction will take place in my home office in Worcester. All of the
footage and interviews will be shot in Worcester, in the homes of the Afghan refugees who have
been resettled in the Worcester community. Once completed, I will seek to share this series
publicly with the Worcester community at large by working with the many cultural and historical
institutions in this city. Some of the institutions I plan to reach out to include the Worcester Art
Museum, the Worcester Public Library, the Hanover Theatre, and the Worcester Historical
Museum. I also plan to reach out to the local colleges for potential screenings for their students.
I will offer at least one free public screening series for the entire community. In addition, I will
propose a potential exhibit with the video footage at the Worcester Art Museum. Lastly, I will
submit this series to film festivals to bring more exposure to the struggles of the Afghan
communities living in the United States, as well as create more cultural understanding and
awareness. This will also provide a great deal of visibility for the Worcester community.

Please note that upon completion of this project, I will not be able to stream any of the episodes
online until all of the families included in the project give permission. Many of these families
have extended families in Afghanistan who would be at risk if the Taliban learned their stories.
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For this reason, all screenings of these episodes can only take place in a live format until a
future date when all families are safe.

How does your work provide public benefit and contribute to the cultural vitality of the
community as a whole? *
In addition to the tangible benefit of free public screenings for the community, this docu-series
will record amazing stories of people who now contribute to the rich cultural fabric of this city.
Documenting these stories will provide insight into this moment in history for years to come. This
is an opportunity to capture our own living history while it is happening. In addition, I will provide
the Worcester Historical Museum copies of the docu-series for their archives.

How does this work align with the Worcester Arts Council's 2022 funding priorities? *
WAC Funding Priorities:
b. Cultural Equity, Diversity, and Inclusion - project elevates the voices and experiences of
historically marginalized groups to highlight the current and historical diversity of Worcester.
Projects should create opportunities for artists and community members who identify as Black,
Indigenous, POC, LGBTQIA+, refugee, immigrant, or person living with a disability

This project elevates the voices and experiences of the Afghan refugee community in
Worcester, a severely marginalized population who now contribute greatly to the cultural
diversity of this city. In addition, I have a commitment to intentionally hiring a minimum of 50%
women and 50% people of color on all of my production crews. This small crew will be selected
with these requirements in place. In addition to the interpreter, I will also seek to include at least
one crew member who is from the Afghan community.

What is your target or anticipated audience/beneficiaries for your work? *
People within the city of Worcester. The screening/s of the docu-series will be free and
accessible to people in different areas within our city. In addition, if the docu-series is accepted
into any film festivals, it will screen for audiences at those film festivals. I have a strong
relationship with the Rhode Island International Film Festival and anticipate that it will be
included in their festival screenings. If future distribution of this series leads to a profit, profits will
be shared equally between the families interviewed, WARM, and the creative team.

Please provide a general estimate of the audience/beneficiary demographics.
Estimate number of people served. * 1000

The number of individuals that you predict will participate in or benefit from your work. 50 - 75
(Afghan families tend to be quite large)

How are you planning to promote or share your work with the community and your target
audience? *
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As mentioned previously, I will seek to share this series publicly with the Worcester community
at large by working with the many cultural and historical institutions in this city. Some of the
institutions I plan to reach out to include the Worcester Art Museum, the Worcester Public
Library, the Hanover Theatre, and the Worcester Historical Museum. I also plan to reach out to
the local colleges for potential screenings for their students. I will offer at least one free public
screening series for the entire community and invite the Afghan community to participate in a
Q&A following each screening. In addition, I will propose a potential exhibit with the video
footage at the Worcester Art Museum. Lastly, I will submit this series to film festivals to bring
more exposure to the struggles of the Afghan communities living in the United States, as well as
create more cultural understanding and awareness.


