
(Above, L to R) Leon Shahabian, Layalina President; William Richardson, Hedayah Chief of Staff; Dr. Mihai Stuparu, Ambassador of the 
European Union to the UAE; Mr. Maqsoud Kruse, CEO of Hedayah and The Honorable Michael Corbin, US Ambassador to the UAE at a 
recent experts’ meeting in Abu Dhabi, the home of Hedayah, the international center of excellence in countering violent extremism.
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Generation Entrepreneur Wins a Remi
We are delighted that Generation Entrepreneur, our most 
recent reality series, is earning recognition from our 
peers in the industry.  The series recently won a Remi 
Award in the Television Mini-series category at the 
47th WorldFest-Houston International Film Festival, 
which is one of the three oldest international film festi-
vals in North America. 

The series premiered in 
primetime in late 2013 and 
will soon re-air on Yahala! 
Shabab, the most-watched 
channel of Orbit Showtime 
Network (OSN), the largest 

paid television network in the Middle East and North 
Africa (MENA) region.  

Al-Monitor recently covered the buzz around Genera-
tion Entrepreneur’s initial broadcast with an article titled 
“‘Idol’-type TV show stirs young Tunisian entrepre-
neurs.”  The article featured Tunisian civil society 
leaders, students and aspiring entrepreneurs who spoke 

about the need to jumpstart Tunisia’s troubled economy. 

Generation Entrepreneur is a Layalina production in associa-
tion with INJAZ Al-Arab.  It is created and produced by Leon 
Shahabian and directed and edited by Shawn Thompson.

(Above, L to R) Layalina’s Lenore Bajare-Dukes, Development 
Associate and Managing Editor; Leah Gold, Production Associate; 
Merym Almoshaikah, Project Associate and Phyllis Chesley, Cor-
porate Secretary and Treasurer with the Remi Award.



Dear Friends:

I am delighted to announce the success of two recent pro-
grams produced by Layalina: Generation Entrepreneur, a re-
ality TV series following the journey of several young Arab 
entrepreneurs, has won a Remi Award at the prestigious 
47th WorldFest-Houston International Film Festival; and 
Yemeniettes, a documentary featuring a team of 16-year-old 
girls who break traditional barriers in Yemen for women by 
organizing an innovative solar energy project, is the toast 
of several film festivals: winning three awards at the recent 
Silicon Valley Film Festival and being named Official Se-
lection to the 6th Millenium Film Festival (Belgium), the 
38th Cleveland International Film Festival (CIFF), and the 
6th Thin Line Film Festival (Texas). We are delighted that 
audiences have confirmed the compelling quality which 
has become Layalina’s production hallmark and which 
undergirds Layalina’s popularity over the past twelve years 
across the MENA region. 

I am also pleased to report on the development of the 
Fairbanks Council, composed of members drawn from 
both the Middle East and the US, whose considerable real 
world expertise, advice and recurring financial support will 
provide crucial ongoing sustainability to Layalina’s future 
work. 

Finally, I am particularly proud to share that Layalina has 
announced a major Fall 2014 event to be hosted by the 
Gallup Organization on November 18th and 19th in Wash-
ington, DC for Members of the Fairbanks Council, the 
Layalina Board of Counselors, and Distinguished Guests. 
The Gallup Organization is the well-known global perfor-
mance management company whose measurement tools 
will be an integral part of our future programming in order 
to test Layalina’s effectiveness to change social perceptions 
in the Middle East. The working title for this event is: Laya-
lina’s Role in a Region Undergoing Turmoil and Change. 

As always, I speak for everyone at Layalina in saying how 
deeply grateful we are for your support in helping us 
expand our vital work at a time when events in the Middle 
East have reinforced the need for sustained and credible 
engagement. 

 With best regards for a wonderful Summer.

 Shannon Fairbanks
 Chairman of the Board

C O U N C I L
Fairbanks

The Fairbanks Council was formed in 2013 to provide 
financial support and strategic advice to sustain the work of 
Layalina Productions, a 501(c)(3) non-profit corporation 
founded by Ambassador Richard Fairbanks in 2002, and 
generously funded by him until his death in 2013. In the 
intervening years, Layalina has become the most effective 
US producer of popular TV programs for broadcast in the 
Middle East and North Africa (MENA) region.

Layalina’s mission, to improve cultural understanding 
between the US and the Arab world through programs for 
youth, is even more critically important today than when 
it was formed. Members of the Fairbanks Council share a 
common passion to address the continuing turmoil in the 
Middle East through TV and social media programming 

Chairman’s Message

which reaches audiences across the MENA region with 
shows grounded in individual opportunities and human 
stories which reach across borders with messages of shared 
suffering and hope.

The Fairbanks Council meets twice a year: in Washington, 
DC in the Fall for a review of current public policy issues 
which impact the strategic priorities of Layalina and in the 
Spring at an international destination to provide strategic 
advice to Layalina on the development of new program-
ming initiatives. Members of the Council thus bring real 
world perspectives to Layalina in order to accelerate its 
ability to tailor programs to rapidly changing realities in 
the Middle East. 

Guidance, enthusiasm, innovative ideas and financial com-
mitment. The Fairbanks Council. 

To learn more about Council membership, please contact 
us at information@Layalina.tv.



On the Festival Circuit with Yemeniettes
Yemeniettes, our latest award-winning feature documen-
tary, is in the middle of a strong festival run at home and 
abroad. The film follows three Yemeni teenage girls as they 
enter a youth entrepreneurship competition, but along 
the way encounter the hardships of a country scarred by a 
broken educational system, joblessness and a threatening 
Al-Qaeda presence.

The European premiere of Yemeniettes took place in Brus-
sels, Belgium, at the 6th Millenium International Docu-
mentary Film Festival. This United Nations-affiliated 
festival showcases films that help inform and inspire 
viewers about the Millennium Development Goals. UN 
Secretary General Ban Ki-moon opened the event, and we 
were honored to welcome UN and European Commission 
officials to our two screenings, one of whom addressed the 
audience about the urgent need to shed light on Yemen’s 
current challenges. Representing Layalina at the festival 
were Woods Fairbanks, a Layalina Director and donor, and 
Leon Shahabian, our President and Executive Producer. 
The film is dedicated to the memory of Ambassador Rich-
ard Fairbanks, Layalina’s founder.

Yemeniettes was also Official Selection to the top-tier 
Cleveland International Film Festival, now in its 38th year, 
where it was screened three times.  After each screening, 
Leon Shahabian answered questions posed by audience 
members eager to know more about the experiences of 
women in the Middle East. One sold-out screening was 
composed almost entirely of high school students, who – 
as predicted by festival organizers – were “rooting for these 
amazing girls all the way to the end.”

We are delighted by the enthusiastic welcome our film has 
received from leading festivals since its screening at the Sili-
con Valley Film Festival, where it won three awards. Please 
contact us if you are interested in attending future festival 
screenings.

Yemeniettes is a Layalina production. It is created, written 
and executive produced by Leon Shahabian and directed 
and edited by Shawn Thompson. 

(Below Left) UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon (center) at the 6th Millenium International Documentary Film Festival in Brus-
sels. Photo courtesy of Millenium. (Below Right, L to R) Woods Fairbanks of Layalina’s Board of Directors, a film festival volunteer, 
Marc Vandenberghe of the UN, Davor Kunc of the European Commission and former Layalina intern Liza Baron at Millenium.

(Above) The Thin Line Film Festival venue in Denton, Texas.
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Layalina Hosts Delegation from the United Arab Emirates

In March, Layalina hosted a delegation of Emirati producers from the government-
owned TV station Sharjah Media Corporation as part of the US State Department’s In-
ternational Visitor Leadership Program (IVLP). The delegation participated in an 18-day 
program examining current trends and best practices in “TV Broadcast Journalism and 
Station Management,” with a focus on visiting American news outlets.

The delegation met with Phyllis Chesley, Layalina’s Corporate Secretary and Treasurer, 
and received an overview of Layalina’s work. Members of the delegation expressed 
interest in collaborating with Layalina on future programming in the UAE, a recurring 
Layalina filming location.

Layalina has been a regular participant in the International Visitor Leadership Program, 
and we look forward to hosting delegations in the future.

The Sharjah delegation with Detroit’s WXYZ news team. Photo courtesy of IVLP.

New Book Recommends Support for Layalina’s Work

In her new book published by Yale Press, 
media scholar Martha Bayles advocates for 
greater public support for Layalina as part of 
her recommendations to get American public 
diplomacy back on track.  The book, titled 
Through a Screen Darkly: Popular Culture, 
Public Diplomacy, and America’s Image Abroad, 
highlights Layalina’s reality TV series as ex-
amples of “uplifting,” “high-quality programs” 
that “offer something that Arab viewers rarely 
see.” 

Arguing that “America no longer shares the 
best of itself ” in the media it exports globally, 
Bayles calls for greater public investment in 

the work that we do. Praising Layalina’s high-quality, cost-effective model of media diplo-
macy, she writes: “At the time of this writing, neither…nor Layalina receives significant 
or sustained government support. But perhaps they should.”


