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A look at conflicts through the eyes of freelancers
Dunia El-Zobaidi

London

E 

ach photograph in the 
War Zone Freelance Exhi-
bition tells a unique story 
about the suffering and 
struggle to survive in con-

flict, but little is known about the 
efforts and risks freelance journal-
ists take to shed light on people af-
fected by strife.

Founders of the War Zone Free-
lance organisation: Osie Greenway, 
Anne Alling and Benjamin Hiller, 
talked about photographs from 
Syria, Iraq, Lebanon, Jordan, Gaza, 
the West Bank and Turkey, a series 
that was first exhibited at London’s 
Frontline Club to educate the pub-
lic about war and provoke discus-
sion about the experiences and is-
sues faced by freelance journalists 
reporting from war zones.

Alling’s photo of a girl in Gaza’s 
deserted streets battered by war 
drew particular attention. “When 
the ceasefire was about to end in 
Gaza, people would stay at home 
and the streets are deserted. How-
ever, I saw this little girl standing on 
the street by herself. This shocked 
me so I took a photo of her,” Alling 
said.

Another picture shows fishermen 
taking advantage of a ceasefire to 
resume work, Alling explained. She 
also displayed photos taken in Iraq 
in 2015 of a Yazidi family in a refu-
gee camp after being held captive 
for nine months. The pictures were 
coupled with the story of the family 
and their experiences living under 
Islamic State (ISIS) control.

Greenway spoke about a picture 
he took of refugees arriving in Jor-
dan’s Zaatari refugee camp in 2012. 
Security personnel did not let jour-
nalists stay in the camp after 4pm 
so he disguised himself as a refugee 
and tucked his camera in his jacket 
to stay for a week photographing 
new arrivals and the plight of the 
refugees.

“I got a glimpse into the life of 
a refugee. I lined up with them in 
food lines. I smoked shisha with 
them. You become part of their 
community in an extremely per-
sonal way. When I got sick, they 
took care of me,” he said.

Greenway’s images, taken in 
Kirkuk, Iraq, during fighting be-
tween Kurdish peshmerga fighters 
and ISIS militants, display graphic 
imagery of dead fighters. “People 
don’t see graphic images in the me-
dia much anymore so I felt like I 
was eyes for the world,” he said.

Hiller travelled to Syria for four 
weeks with the Free Syria Army in 
2013 and saw the intensity of the 
fighting and people’s refusal to 
leave their livelihoods.

Speaking about a picture he took 
in August 2013 of the People’s Pro-
tection Units (YPG) — a Kurdish mi-
litia in north-eastern Syria, he said: 
“It took us a few hours to convince 
them to let us into the front lines.

“Radical Islamist groups were 
several hundred metres away as 
we walked through trenches. It 
was boiling hot so we took a break 
in an abandoned house where we 
met the three women I took a pic-
ture of. They were from the female 
branch of the forces. What I liked 
most about the photo is the differ-
ent facial expressions of the female 
fighters, which showed their differ-
ent distinct backgrounds.”

Not all freelancers are able to 
publish all their work for several 
reasons, including poor pay, a prob-
lem that Greenway said sparked 
him to organise the travelling exhi-
bition.

“Freelancers don’t get paid as 
much as they should,” he said. 

“While I was working in Iraq for six 
months with other freelance jour-
nalists, I had a bug to put together 
an exhibition. My colleagues’ sto-
ries are incredible but they were 
not being heard. People don’t really 
know the weight we have as free-
lancers,” Greenway said.

Alling said she hoped the exhibi-
tion gave insights into conflict and 
a behind-the-scenes look into free-
lance journalism.

Greenway agreed the danger that 
freelancers can put themselves in 
needs to be taken more seriously. 

“We are trying to tell freelancers 
that you are responsible for your-
self,” he said. “If you don’t do your 
research, if you don’t know the area 
you are going to, if you don’t know 
the groups that are fighting each 
other, that’s on you.”

Underlining the importance 
of freelance journalism, Hiller 
stressed that “without freelancers, 
there would be huge parts of con-
flicts left unreported”.

One part of the War Zone Free-
lance project is a planned interac-
tive memorial to local and interna-

tional freelance journalists killed 
or missing while on assignment. It 
will specifically focus on Molhem 
Barakat, a young Syrian photogra-
pher, who was killed in 2013 while 
covering a battle in Aleppo, Syria.

The exhibition has been shown 
in London, Berlin and Denmark 
and will continue a tour in Europe 
throughout the year. There may be 
showings in the United States and 
Canada as well.

For dates and times, 
visit warzonefreelance.com.

“Without 
freelancers, there 
would be huge parts 
of conflicts left 
unreported.”

Co-founder of the War Zone 
Freelance organisation

Anne Alling: Photo of fishermen in Gaza during a ceasefire.

Film festival gives Gazans ‘chance to breathe’
Saud Abu Ramadan

Gaza City

M 

ovie stars and other 
artists walked on a 
40-metre-long red 
carpet rolled out to 
welcome them and 

other guests past lines of people, 
some clapping for them.

The scene is common at the annu-
al Cannes Film Festival in southern 
France but this event was in Gaza, 
which hosted the Human Rights 
Film Festival for a second consecu-
tive year.

The festival, titled Badna Nitnafas 
— Arabic for “We Want to Breathe” — 
aims to pump new life into Gaza.

Event organiser Khalil al-Mozay-
en said the festival’s message to the 
world “is that Gaza’s population 
wants a breath of fresh air. People 
want to breathe life. They are eager 
to breathe freedom and arts.”

In the absence of cinemas, the 
festival offered Gaza residents a 
chance to escape hardships for a bit 
of fun; to watch movies, Mozayen 
pointed out.

“We’re clearly trying to tell the 
world that Gaza is not a city of ‘ter-
rorists’ but of ordinary peace-loving 
people who yearn to live a good 
life,” he said. “The bottom line is 
that Gaza has another face, a beau-
tiful human face. People in Gaza 

are not terrorists. They love to live 
a good life and they can go out and 
watch a movie.”

Over four days in mid-May, about 
70 films, including narrative fea-
tures, documentaries and shorts, 
were screened — all free to the pub-
lic.

While the Cannes Film Festival 
may be getting headlines, film fans 
who took advantage of the Gaza 
event said their version, which is 
certainly not nearly as flashy, is just 
as special.

Gaza housewife Maysa Al-Atrash 
said she was “excited” to attend. “I 
like an event like this, activities for 
me and my kids, a cultural event for 
the whole family to attend and en-
joy,” she said.

The event, which was put on at 
the Rashad Shawa Cultural Centre 
in Gaza City, attracted an average of 
1,500 people each day. People of all 
walks of life seemed happy to stride 
down the red carpet.

The carpet stretched from Gaza’s 
main street to the steps inside the 
cultural centre into a corridor that 
led to an exhibition hall, with four 
large screens showing the winning 
films. Mozayen welcomed the audi-
ence and guests, explaining that he 
hoped the event would help people 
get away from the miseries of war, 
at least briefly.

At the opening ceremony, a 
60-minute film called The Idol relat-
ing the story of Palestinian singer 
Mohammed Assaf, who won the 
popular TV contest Arab Idol in 
2013, was shown.

Suma Kabariti, a 24-year-old Gaza 
resident, said she attended the fes-
tival because she wanted to watch 
Assaf.

“It’s a nice get-away from the 
war, devastation and violence to 
do something you like, in this case 

watch a movie,” Kabariti said.
The Gaza Strip has been under an 

Israeli blockade for ten years since 
Hamas seized control of the dense-
ly populated and underdeveloped 

enclave. While poverty and unem-
ployment swell, people have been 
deprived of basic services, such as 
electricity, which is generated for 
only four hours a day.

“Our festival team decided to 
have the event for the simple and 
marginalised people who were for-
gotten by our leaders,” said Mozay-
an, adding that “Hamas authorities 
prevented the festival’s organisers 
from having it at Gaza fishermen 
dock” on the sea.

Hamas has been trying to impose 
strict sharia law on Gaza, seeking 
to veil women and ban mixing the 
sexes in public.

“It is the right of the Gaza Strip 
people, and nobody else, to breathe, 
to feel free and to see an end to the 
current internal Palestinian division 
that damaged all aspects of life,” 
said Saed Sweirki, another festival 
organiser.

“Our message is clear: Gaza has 
the ability to live in peace, far from 
war and miseries.”

Over four days, 12 narrative films, 
17 documentary films, 30 short nar-
rative and documentary films and 
seven animated films were shown 
to crowds of clapping and laughing 
people, who eagerly attended the 
one-of-a-kind event.

Thirty years ago, there were ten 
movie theatres in Gaza but since the 
beginning of the first Palestinian 
intifada in 1987, the cinemas have 
been closed. However, some film 
directors are trying to revive cinema 
in Gaza.

“In the past three decades, Gaza 
people devoted their time to resist-
ing the occupation,” Mozayen said. 
“Now, through our film festival, 
the people in Gaza will start going 
again to cinemas and enjoy watch-
ing films.”

Saud Abu Ramadan, based in Gaza, 
is an Arab Weekly correspondent 
who has been reporting on the 
Israeli-Palestinian conflict for 28 
years.

“Our message is 
clear: Gaza has the 
ability to live in 
peace, far from war 
and miseries”

Festival organiser 
Saed Sweirki

A Palestinian man takes a selfie during the opening ceremony of 
the Human Rights Film Festival in Gaza City, on May 12th.


