
FOREIGNERS
a feature film by Jordi Wijnalda





A young British aid worker sets out to reconnect with 
his estranged mother, now a nurse in a Turkish refugee 
camp - only to get caught up in her double life of illegal 
human trafficking.



DIRECTOR’S
STATEMENT



Over the past five years, I have seen 

the once so hospitable and intelligent 

continent I grew up on transform itself into 

a quicksand of xenophobia, selfishness 

and scapegoating. The escalation of 

crises on the borders of Europe has 

unmistakably exposed the dark side 

of western stability: we now learn that 

tolerance is temporary, that compromise 

is fragile, that selflessness is rare. I grew up 

on values and ethics that were presented 

to me as fundamental and unshakeable; 

but now, I see how irrelevant those  can 

become when faced with human beings in 

actual need of help and safety. The world 

is moving in confounding, frustrating 

directions - and I, for one, am struggling 

to make sense of it all.

Back in 2011, while still at Columbia 

University’s graduate film program, I 

began writing a feature-length screenplay 

about Leslie, a western aid worker who 

had immersed herself in the world of 

refugees in the Mediterranean area to 

outrun her mistakes in her own personal 

life - especially towards her son, Daniel, 

who by now was old enough to go look 

for her. The story moved from the Italian 

island of Lampedusa to the political 

ataxia of Cyprus, before my research and 

the changing of the times focused my 

attention on the new epicenter of the 

world’s crisis of conscience: Turkey.

A year later, my main creative collaborators 

- who have remained unchanged to this day 

- convinced me to distill a short film from 

this bigger story to graduate with. Together 

with new and old filmmaking friends from 

the United States, Turkey, the Netherlands 

and Germany, we made Southwest (2013) 

in the Turkish coastal town of Bodrum that 

winter. The short went on to premiere at 

New York’s Museum of Modern Art’s New 

Directors/New Films showcase and was 

subsequently nominated for a Student 

Academy Award. The overall reaction to 

the film was effectively summarized by 

one festival patron’s comment: “I can’t wait 

to find out what happens to them next.”

As I continued working on the feature 

screenplay, the times caught up with me: 

before long, the Syrian refugee crisis had 

moved all the way up to Europe’s front 

and back doors, resulting in a surge of 

extreme-right populism, islamophobia, 

and downright hostility. Yet no matter 

how many news items, opinion pieces or 

protest marches on either extreme of the 

political spectrum, I rarely (if ever) found 

anyone asking the questions that seemed 

most pressing to me: how responsible are 

we for other people’s lives and needs? 

Can we really make a difference or are we 

only making things worse? Is it admirable 

or selfish to be an idealist? Cowardly or 

painfully right to be a pessimist?



On my journeys through Greece and 

Turkey, in conversations with refugees, 

aid workers, local authorities and other 

artists, it dawned on me how the current 

“refugee crisis” simply does not let itself 

be reduced to the media’s melodramatic 

headlines and sensationalist keywords. 

There are young Syrians who escape their 

country with an extra pair of fancy clothes 

just in case they meet someone cute 

along the way. Western aid workers on 

Greek islands who rescue Syrian children 

from raggedy boats and can’t wait to brag 

about it to their friends back home. Local 

hotel owners who find their businesses 

revived by well-paying refugees and treat 

them just like they would any tourist. At 

the same time, Europeans on the safe side 

of their continent’s borders either refuse 

to share their “much-earned” comfort with 

those in need, or write naively hopeful 

songs about peace and a better world.

Exactly that confusing, ambiguous, 

endlessly fascinating arena is what 

I want to explore with Foreigners. 

I don’t think any film could provide all the 

answers or actually change the world we 

live in. But by asking the right questions 

and allowing audiences to empathize with 

what they don’t know, it might ignite a 

spark that could change the people who 

can change the world. A world in which 

everyone is a little bit right and a little bit 

wrong, both at the same time.

In the end, we’re all just human.





SYNOPSIS



For better or worse, 25-year-old DANIEL 

GARDNER is a rookie – at least when 

it comes to the direction he has now 

chosen for his life. Abandoning his studies 

in London to become a volunteer for the 

International Red Cross, Daniel arrives a 

first-time aid worker at a large refugee 

camp in southern Turkey, near the border 

with civil war-torn Syria, in November 

2014.

 

Daniel is one of a few dozen Red Cross 

volunteers deployed in the camp, which 

houses some 15,000 Syrian refugees, 

with more being brought in by Turkish 

authorities almost daily. Like his fellow aid 

workers – including Belgian MATTIAS and 

Spanish LUCIA, whom he befriends upon 

arrival – Daniel has come to follow his heart 

and do some good in a grim world. Here, 

halfway across the continent, setting up 

tents, distributing provisions, assisting the 

camp’s medical staff, giving his all, he can 

finally make a real difference.

 

Or is there more to him than that? Because 

Daniel isn’t at all surprised to find none 

other than his own mother working at the 

camp. He hasn’t seen her since his late 

teens, for LESLIE (51) – the camp’s head 

nurse – has always put her ideals first, 

returning to a solitary life of humanitarian 

aid once her son came of age. Now, eager 

to reconnect with his estranged mother, 

it seems Daniel has set out to make a 

difference in more ways than one.

Her son’s sudden re-entry into her life, 

however, rocks Leslie’s world. She has 

plenty to occupy her mind as it is: Turkish 

government officials refusing to provide 

the necessary assistance, her strenuous 

working relationship with the camp’s 

senior Red Cross officer, DR. JOHN 

AMBROSE (60), and – above all – the 

staggering prospect of 1.1 million Syrian 

refugees heading their way. With as many 

refugees already in Turkey, and the camp 

almost full, Leslie, however tenacious, 

is a worried woman yearning for relief 

– and Daniel’s unexpected arrival only 

complicates matters.

 

Consequently, their first reunion is an 

awkward one. Crossing paths during a rare 

moment of calm, Daniel and Leslie have 

little to say to each other – although of 

course the opposite is true.

Coach buses carrying new Syrian refugees 

arrive at the camp. As the refugees are 

questioned, registered, and assigned 

shelter in tents, Daniel’s heart sinks at the 

sight of these desperate people finding 

safety but not hope, their lives put on 

indefinite hold in a place far from home, 

hidden from the rest of the world.



Amidst the crowd of new arrivals, Daniel 

meets a Syrian his age named HAMID, a 

levelheaded young man who got separated 

from his girlfriend on their way towards 

Europe. Now finding himself stuck in the 

camp without his loved one, distraught 

Hamid lashes out at Daniel, whose naive 

words of reassurance he answers with a 

punch in the face.

 

Afterwards, Leslie takes care of the 

resulting cut in Daniel’s eyebrow. Sharing 

a moment of quiet in the camp’s medical 

tent, Daniel offers to help Leslie with the 

work she’s got scheduled for that evening. 

Still reluctant to let him close to her, Leslie 

refuses the offer at first, but changes her 

mind upon realizing her son’s support 

might just be the very comfort she’s been 

longing for.

 

Daniel is pleased to accompany Leslie 

to wherever they’re needed. En route, 

he finally manages to have an actual 

conversation with her, and, carefully, coax 

more personal details out of her. 

But these first steps towards a rekindled 

bond are quickly undone by Daniel’s 

discovery of the true nature of their 

nightly endeavor – which, much to his 

dismay, turns out to involve the illegal 

trafficking of Syrian refugees. Daniel 

has no choice but to help his mother in 

picking up a few dozen refugees hiding 

in a derelict hotel, and taking them by 

truck to a nearby harbor to put them on 

Europe-bound rubber boats across the 

Mediterranean. As Daniel finds himself 

personally helping one particular Syrian 

child, and lending his phone to refugees 

wanting to contact their loved ones, he 

discovers Leslie plays a significant part 

in a human smuggling operation led by 

Syrian national MUHAMMED (47).

Daniel is furious: people die trying to 

cross the Mediterranean like that. He 

can’t believe his own mother is involved 

in such illegal, unethical matters. But 

Leslie defends her double life, explaining 

Muhammed is a refugee himself, who only 

does this to help his Syrian countrymen. 

Moreover, he has them board larger, safer 

ships anchored off the coast, guaranteeing 

‘his’ refugees safe passage to the European 

mainland. For Leslie, too, this has become 

the more effective way to help. Daniel has 

seen the utter hopelessness of the camp, 

surely he must agree with her?

 

But he doesn’t. He can’t. Leslie is a 

criminal. Everything he thought he knew 

– and admired – about his mother has 

turned out to be wrong. Unable to cope 

with the disillusionment, Daniel angrily 

parts ways with her, leaving Leslie to her 

worries once again.







Daniel continues to perform his duties 

at the camp, where the arrival of winter 

and large numbers of new refugees takes 

a heavy toll on everyone – not in the 

least Daniel, who, facing the increasing 

relentlessness of the work, finds himself 

struggling to maintain his beliefs.

 

He encounters Hamid again, whose 

optimism contrasts starkly with Daniel’s 

growing cynicism: though stuck in the 

camp for now, Hamid is certain he’ll 

eventually settle in Europe with his 

girlfriend. In his self-confident matter-

of-factliness, Hamid scolds Daniel for 

allowing himself to be disconnected from 

his own mother - the one person he should 

cherish as long as she’s alive.

Dismissing Hamid’s advice, Daniel 

continues to grow sceptical about his 

own presence in the camp. When his 

waning beliefs send him clashing with his 

fellow aid workers Mattias and Lucia, he 

finds himself under the auspices of Dr. 

Ambrose, who urges him to go look for his 

mother: she hasn’t shown up for days.

Reluctantly, Daniel visits Leslie’s house, 

only to find Muhammed there instead. 

Unwilling to accept his mother is involved 

with this human trafficker in personal 

ways as well, Daniel keeps Muhammed’s 

attempts at a mature conversation at bay. 

Muhammed sees no other way but to try 

and change Daniel’s mind by taking him 

to Leslie - and witness for himself her 

tireless dedication to helping the most 

unfortunate.

Leslie is taken aback by Daniel’s 

appearance, but Daniel, however 

stubborn, can’t help being impressed by 

her selflessness. He offers to drive her 

home that night. She cautiously agrees. 

Daniel sticks around to cook her dinner, 

but before they can have a meaningful 

conversation - or apologize, for that matter 

- Leslie has fallen asleep, for the first time 

in quite a while.

Quietly, Daniel leaves and drives back 

towards his hostel - but when he passes 

by the refugee camp, he hesitates. With 

the refugees’ illegible text messages in 

his phone as a crude reminder of all he’s 

learned so far, Daniel decides to attempt 

a potentially more effective way to help 

the Syrian refugees - starting with Hamid.

Daniel re-enters the camp in search of 

Hamid - only to find him already trying to 

break out with a couple of other guys.

Daniel manages to convince Hamid to 

let him help them escape, when they 

are suddenly found out by someone 

else: Leslie, who, to Daniel’s surprise, has 

actually come to his assistance. 



After a last confrontation with Dr. Ambrose, 

who tries in vain to convince Leslie to 

stay on the right track, Leslie escorts 

Daniel, Hamid and the other guys out of 

the camp.

Their plan, however, escalates quickly when 

faced with two lone Turkish policemen 

patrolling the nocturnal highway. A violent 

struggle ensues between the officers and 

the Syrians, resulting in Hamid getting hit 

by a police bullet. Leslie jumps into the 

back of their van to take care of Hamid’s 

wounds as Daniel steps up to the plate 

and drives them away from danger.

When they reach the harbor, where 

Muhammed and his team are sending 

off refugees to the last cargo ship of the 

season, Hamid’s wounds render him unfit 

to travel. To Muhammed’s dismay and 

Daniel’s surprise, Leslie decides to come 

along and take care of Hamid. Feeling 

responsible, Daniel joins her, and together 

with the other refugees, they take off into 

the night, leaving Turkey and the refugee 

camp behind.

Once aboard the cargo ship, Leslie and 

Daniel are treated no differently than 

their fellow Syrian passengers. They stay 

with Hamid as the ship departs towards 

Europe: an ominous, unsettling journey 

that reduces everybody on board to their 

most basic selves. 

Hamid’s wounds quickly prove more 

troublesome than manageable - and 

despite Leslie’s medical skills, she and 

Daniel watch Hamid’s life slip through 

their fingers.

With the greatest respect, the Syrian 

passengers send Hamid off to a seaman’s 

grave. As Leslie tries to come to terms with 

yet another casualty in this unforgiving 

world, Daniel is overwhelmed by agony 

and regret. Even Leslie’s attempts to 

finally reach out to him in a personal 

way cannot mend her son’s complete 

dejection. Eventually, they have no choice 

but to abandon ship together with the 

ship’s crew - standard procedure for any 

refugee vessel drifting towards Europe.

But to Daniel, it is the last straw: he does 

not have what it takes to be part of his 

mother’s world.

Soon, his and Leslie’s ways will part once 

again. Only now, they both know they 

have tried everything they could to make 

a difference - for the world, and for each 

other.





CHARACTER 
& CAST



CHARACTER 
& CAST



Tireless, passionate, and committed to a fault, Leslie 

(51, British) has dedicated her entire life to aiding those 

in need - at the expense of the family life she once 

had. A disappointed but stubborn idealist, the sole 

woman in a man’s world, she can’t but try and change 

the world, refusing to accept that her efforts might 

not actually make enough of a difference in the end.

LESLIE



Emma Thompson
Two-time Academy Award winner Emma Thompson 

(United Kingdom, 1959) has been a standard-bearer 

for both great international cinema and important 

humanitarian causes for almost three decades now. Both 

actress and screenwriter, author and activist, she rose 

to fame through her stage and television comedy work, 

and undeniably proved her talent with starring roles 

in the films of Kenneth Branagh and Merchant-Ivory 

(including Howards End, which won her an Academy 

Award for Best Actress). Throughout her film career, 

she has been combining her talent for cinema with 

her passion for human rights, resulting in unforgettable 

roles in such films as In the Name of the Father, Wit, 

and Angels in America. Sharp-witted and mesmerizingly 

intuitive, she has been lauded in almost every way 

imaginable, most notably by the Golden Globes, Emmy 

Awards, BAFTA Awards, and Academy Awards - including 

an Oscar win for Best Adapted Screenplay (for 1996’s 

Sense and Sensibility). As an activist and human rights 

ambassador, she is strongly committed to refugee 

aid, women’s equality, and environmental issues.



Headstrong, opinionated, but wholly unfamiliar with the 

world at large, Daniel (25, British-Dutch) has spent his 

entire life so far in a safe and solid western environment, 

with one difference: the void his mother left when she 

set out to change the world. Always trying a little bit too 

hard, Daniel compensates for his lack of life experience 

with a good heart and an idealist’s dedication - following 

in his mother’s footsteps without even realizing it himself.

DANIEL



Matthijs van de 
Sande Bakhuyzen

One of the most well-known young faces on Dutch 

film and television screens, Matthijs van de Sande 

Bakhuyzen (the Netherlands, 1988) has left a strong 

impression at every stage of his life and career so far. 

Son to one of the Netherlands’ most prolific filmmakers, 

he had his first starring roles in youth television and 

film at an early age, before breaking and entering 

contemporary Dutch cinema (Life in a Day, Boy 7, Dusk). 

and stage theater (A Bebop Story, The Mansøn Family, 

Just Kids). Intelligent and unashamedly sensitive, he 

starred in two of director Jordi Wijnalda’s short films 

- Southwest (2013) and Lukas by the Sea (2016) - and 

was nominated for no less than two Golden Calves 

(the Dutch equivalent of the Academy Awards) in 2015.



Smart and level-headed, Hamid (25, Syrian) is forced to 

survive on his instincts and physical strengths now the 

madness of the world has reduced him to a number. Far 

from the “fortune seeker” that populist voices want him 

to be, Hamid saw his promising future post-graduation 

go up in the flames of the Syrian war, leading him and 

his girlfriend, Amira, to leave their country behind 

in order to find a bit of peace and safety elsewhere 

- and hopefully continue what they wanted to be.

HAMID



Ahmet Rıfat Şungar
The young Turkish heir to such American powerhouses 

as Marlon Brando and Jack Nicholson, Ahmet Rıfat 

Şungar (Turkey, 1983) commands the screen with his 

electrifying presence, both in Turkish and international 

cinema. Lauded for his supporting turn in Nuri Bilge 

Ceylan’s outstanding Cannes winner Three Monkeys, he 

has gone on to star in renowned Turkish and international 

productions, such as the award-winning Turkish-

American feature Deniz Seviyesi/Across the Sea (shot 

by this film’s cinematographer, John Wakayama Carey) 

and the Belgian refugee parable Le chant des hommes, 

which required him to master the French language.



Erudite and skeptical, Ambrose (60, American) is a 

doctor who once exchanged the self-inflicted damage 

of his home country for places where people have 

been rendered powerless by the sheer circumstances. 

Skillfully navigating the waters between humanity and 

politics, he goes out on a limb to defend people’s needs 

against the ulterior motives of those in power - often 

forgetting to take care of his own life as well as he should.

DR. JOHN AMBROSE



Richard Jenkins
With his signature blend of dry wit, natural authority, and 

inherent goodness, Richard Jenkins (United States, 1947) 

has built himself a steady career as everyone’s favorite 

supporting actor. Through such American classics as 

Hannah and Her Sisters and How To Make An American 

Quilt, he managed to secure a well-deserved spot in the 

rolodexes of the Farrelly brothers (There’s Something 

About Mary a.o.) and the Coen brothers (The Man 

Who Wasn’t There a.o.). His unforgettable role in the 

groundbreaking HBO TV series Six Feet Under finally 

earned him recognition from audiences and critics alike 

- until his extraordinary lead role in the 2008 indie drama 

The Visitor garnered him plaudits all over the world, 

including an Academy Award nomination for Best Actor.



Naturally authoritative and allergic to bullshit and 

hypocrisy, Muhammed (47, Syrian) has turned his own 

heartache and frustration into a fully-fledged scheme 

that bypasses aid workers and human traffickers alike. 

Once a refugee himself who did not manage to cross 

over from Turkey, Muhammed provides his fellow Syrians 

with the most needed service at the most reasonable 

price: a fair and guaranteed safe passage to a life away 

from war.

MUHAMMED



Peyman Moaadi
Internationally renowned ever since his Silver Bear 

Award-winning performance in Asghar Farhadi’s stellar A 

Separation (2013), actor and screenwriter Peyman Moaadi 

(Iran and United States, 1970) has been quietly reversing 

cinema’s default approach to Middle-Eastern men. 

Strong-willed and sensitive in equal measure, he honed 

his craft in such excellent Iranian dramas as About Elly 

and A Separation, and, more recently, in the Sundance 

film Camp X-Ray and the HBO hit series The Night Of.





A R T I S T I C
STATEMENT



As specific in its story and settings as it 

is universal in its meaning and its themes, 

we have created Foreigners to ignite the 

hearts and provoke the thoughts of as 

wide an audience as possible. In that light, 

our short predecessor Southwest proved 

a perfect case study: regardless of the 

story’s complicated political background 

and its blend of cultures and languages, 

the universality of the characters’ 

predicament appealed to audiences on 

either side of the Atlantic, ranging from 

unsuspecting Belgian festival audiences 

to actual members of the Academy. 

It reaffirmed our continuous belief in 

the power of cinema to simultaneously 

touch people’s hearts and minds with 

the right story told the right way.

On Southwest, we figured out a successful 

and cost-effective way to shoot our film 

on the now less common format of Super 

16mm film - a process that enabled us to 

decide much of the film’s look in camera, 

reduce our data production and our post-

production time, and save lots of time 

on set because of thorough preparatory 

measures. These days, the dominance of 

digital cameras in film production has put 

a severe strain on the use of film cameras 

and film stock - but we continue to believe 

in the unmistakable added value, both 

artistically and economically, of shooting 

on film. Fueled by the ceaseless dedication 

to film of Hollywood legends such as 

Steven Spielberg and Christopher Nolan, 

we strongly feel that film and digital are 

two different instruments, both with their 

own sets of advantages and shortcomings, 

and both applicable to and appropriate 

for different types of films and stories.

For a topic as oversaturated in screen 

and digital media as the Syrian refugee 

crisis, 35mm film could provide exactly 

the necessary kind of rawness, texture, 

and artistic sensibilities that will elevate 

our story from the daily news’ headlines 

to a cinematic universe. We want to do 

our utmost to make audiences invest 

emotionally and mentally in the world 

of our characters by treating it as a 

movie, not as yet another reminder of 

all that’s wrong in the world these days. 

By breathing cinematic life into all our 

characters, we aim to transform their 

experiences into universal values that 

will speak to audiences in any part of 

the world and at any stage of their lives.

The films that have inspired us in 

our development process so far all 

have those same traits in common:

they are intelligent without ever becoming 

didactic; they tell their stories skillfully 

and suspensefully without ever losing 

track of their hearts and souls; they are



as thrilling as they are thought-provoking, 

as emotional as they are entertaining, as 

engaged with the world as they are in 

tune with what cinema is. We can’t wait 

to try and make Foreigners evolve into 

a successful, provocative and heartfelt 

motion picture that will touch audiences 

as beautifully and eloquently as the 

following films have touched us.





CINEMATIC
REFERENCES



The Constant Gardener 

Fernando Meirelles, 2005

Both a love story and a pamphlet against 

the world’s injustice, Meirelles follow-up 

to his breakthrough debut City of God 

balances impressively between heart 

and mind, as it follows a British diplomat 

who follows in his activist wife’s footsteps 

after her passion gets her killed. A film 

that understands how you can make an 

audience actually think about the world 

at large if you invite them to feel and care 

about characters and stories first. - $25.5 

million

White Material 

Claire Denis, 2009

Born and raised in the heart of French 

colonialism in Africa, Denis has dedicated 

her entire filmography to the alienated 

and the underrepresented - with this film 

as her angriest, most outspoken exposé 

on the impact of socio-political strife on 

one’s identity. It revolves around a French 

plantation owner in an unnamed, civil 

war-torn African country who refuses to 

leave behind everything she’s so carefully 

built - even when destruction hits those 

closest to her. - $6.3 million



Babel 

Alejandro González Iñárritu, 2006

A sprawling epic of human emotions 

and the consequences of our actions, 

Iñárritu’s third feature delivers (and then 

some) on the promise of his two previous 

mosaic narratives (Amores perros and 21 

Grams). A morality tale spanning the globe 

(Morocco, Mexico, Japan, and the USA), 

this film observes a handful of characters 

as they try to make sense of situations 

they hadn’t foreseen in countries they 

are not familiar with. Gritty, provocative, 

and ultimately cathartic, the film finds 

its relief in the realization that we’re all 

just human beings who try, often fail, and 

sometimes exceed our own expectations. 

- $25 million

Louder Than Bombs 

Joachim Trier, 2015

A remarkably mature, quietly heartbreaking 

study of a family’s grief after the suspected 

suicide of their war photographer mother 

and wife, Trier’s first English-language 

feature (after his truly terrific Norwegian 

films Reprise and Oslo, August 31st) 

dedicates its style and structure whole-

heartedly to its characters’ erratic, 

tormented and emotional behavior. 

Preferring an associative approach to a



more linear one, the film finds beauty and 

solace in the most ordinary details (and 

Isabelle Huppert’s unforgettable face) 

as it explores the repercussions of a life 

defined by conflict, pain and urgency.

 - $11 million

La promesse 

Jean-Pierre and Luc Dardenne, 1996

The now ubiquitous Belgian director 

siblings Dardenne first rose to 

international fame with this early foray 

into what has now become their signature 

blend of social realist sensibilities and 

incredibly economic knack for suspense. 

With their stalwart cinematographer Alain 

Marcoen’s roving camera, they zoom in on 

a precocious boy in a depressed industrial 

town in the south of Belgium, who disobeys 

his father’s orders by personally trying to 

find a better life for one of the refugees 

his father trafficks, out of guilt about the 

woman’s husband’s unfortunate death.  - 

$1.7 million

Captain Phillips 

Paul Greengrass, 2013

A modern-day master of immersion, 

Greengrass uses the visceral immediacy 

of his visual storytelling to do justice to 

the true account of one seaman’s efforts 

to defend his cargo ship and his crew



against desperate Somali pirates. Resisting 

every urge to turn this story into a lopsided 

piece of western propaganda, Greengrass 

- aided by terrific performances from his 

entire cast - makes it painfully palpable 

what it’s like to be stuck in a maddening 

situation that will know only victims and 

no winners in the end. - $55 million

La jaula de oro (The Golden Dream)

Diego Quemada-Diez, 2013

A former cinematographer and camera 

operator (on such films as The Constant 

Gardener and 21 Grams), Quemada-Diez 

made his feature film directing debut in 

2013 with this heart-breaking, authentic 

and unforgettable modern-day fable, 

following three Guatemalan kids as they 

undertake a perilous, illegal journey aboard 

a freight train into New Mexico, in search 

of a better life in the United States, and 

giving up their humanity along the way.

Quamada-Diez’s equally awe-inspiring 

and harrowing film, shot on 16mm film in 

documentary circumstances, went on to 

woo audiences and critics around the 

world, including an award-winning turn at 

the Cannes Film Festival.  - $3.3 million



CREATIVE TEAM



CREATIVE TEAM



Jordi Wijnalda writer-director
In awe of everyday life, Jordi Wijnalda (the 

Netherlands, 1990) is a nomadic filmmaker in search 

of stories that simply need to be told on the biggest 

screen imaginable. Honing his passion for cinema 

in Amsterdam and New York City, he graduated in 

2013 from Columbia University’s master’s program 

in Film Directing with the short film Southwest, a 

predecessor to Foreigners that premiered at the 

Museum of Modern Art’s New Directors/New Films 

showcase and was nominated for a Student Academy 

Award. Back in Europe, he translated other themes 

that occupy his heart and mind into the acclaimed short films Now What? (2015), Lukas 
by the Sea (2016), and GILLES (2016). Besides his work for international non-profit film 

organizations, he is a co-founder of the internationally oriented filmmakers’ collective 

Blunt Cinema (www.bluntcinema.com) and saw himself selected for the New York Film 

Festival’s 5th Artist Academy.

Wander Theunis writer
With ambitions stretching far beyond the borders of his home country, Wander Theunis 

(the Netherlands, 1989) is set on making films for audiences all over the world. His love 

for film and television and his fascination for all things American has led him to study 

Television & Popular Culture and a master’s degree in American Studies at the University 

of Amsterdam, before fully committing to life as a screenwriter through the Netherlands 

Film Academy. His English-language, Yorick van Wageningen-starring graduation 

short Broker won the 2015 Pathé Tuschinski Award for Best Graduation Project in the 

Netherlands. He (co-)writes short films, television 

comedy/drama series, feature-length films (such as 

Foreigners, Julie Pacino’s Tura, and, in association 

with one of the Netherlands’ leading production 

companies, Topkapi Films, several other Dutch-

language projects currently in development), and 

composes music for film as well. He previously 

collaborated as a screenwriter with director Jordi 

Wijnalda on the short films Now What? and GILLES, 

and provided the score for his acclaimed thesis film 

Southwest.



Brian Love producer

Currently based in Los Angeles, Brian Love (USA, 

1986) graduated as a Creative Producer from 

Columbia University’s master film program. For his 

Student Academy Award-nominated graduation film 

Southwest (2013), he received the Entertainment 

Partners Best Producer Award at the 26th Columbia 

University Film Festival. Dedicated and open-minded, 

he has worked as an assistant to renowned executive 

producers Sarah Caplan, Art Linson and Jon Kilik, and 

has since gone on to work in production for dozens 

of independent films and commercial TV series. With 

his experience in international film production and 

his secret love for genre films, Foreigners would be 

his first feature-length film as producer.

Esra Saydam co-producer

Bridging the oceanic divide between her homeland 

Turkey and the United States, Esra Saydam (Turkey, 

1984) has been a producer, screenwriter and director 

for several years now, with a master’s degree in Film 

Production from Columbia University in New York. 

She produced critically acclaimed short films like 

Shale and Slamdance winner I Am John Wayne. More 

recently, she co-wrote and co-directed the Turkish-

American feature film Deniz Seviyesi (Across the Sea, 

2014) to international acclaim and a whole string of 

awards. Besides Foreigners, she is currently working 

on developing her second feature film as a writer-

director.



Christopher Laszlo co-producer

An independent producer, writer and photographer 

formerly based in New York City, Christopher 

Laszlo (USA, 1983) began his film career as a driver 

for producers John Penotti and Fisher Stevens 

at GreeneStreet Films in New York, before being 

hired to assist the VP of Business Affairs. He has 

over six years of physical production experience 

working with directors such as Jonathan Demme 

and Bennett Miller. He holds a master’s degree in 

Creative Producing from Columbia University. Currently working out of Los Angeles, he 

recently produced a Neon Trees music video directed by Rebecca Thomas (Electrick 

Children, Looking for Alaska), starring Academy Award-winner Dustin Lance Black. With 

Thomas and other filmmakers, he is developing multiple film and television projects both 

in his home country and beyond. 

John Wakayama Carey director of photography, associate producer

After pursuing a career in film producing via his work for Paramount Pictures, TWC and 

Michael Goldwyn and a master’s degree from Columbia University’s program for Film 

Producing, John Wakayama Carey (USA, 1984) has since gone on to become one of his 

generation’s most prolific and inspired cinematographers. With a strong preference 

for filmmaking in countries other than his own, he has collaborated on more than fifty 

short and feature films, including his award-winning work on Esra Saydam’s feature 

Across the Sea (2014), the Student Academy Award-

winning Above the Sea and three of director Jordi 

Wijnalda’s short films (Southwest, Lukas by the Sea, 

and GILLES). He was recently nominated for the 

prestigious American Society of Cinematographer’s 

Student Heritage award in honor of the late great 

cinematographer Gordon Willis. At any given 

moment, he is most likely to be somewhere up in 

the stratosphere, traveling the globe to and from his 

cinematic endeavors.



Freek Zonderland editor, associate producer

Unashamedly critical of people’s preconceived 

notions about each other and the world at large, 

Freek Zonderland (the Netherlands, 1990) is a 

cinematographer, editor and producer, a self-taught 

“swiss army man” inspired by and reaching for the 

world around him. Besides his many successful 

commissioned camera and editing projects, mostly 

for non-profit organizations that aim for a better 

society and planet, Freek has been developing his 

skills on his own documentary and narrative work as 

well, among others  the award-winning short film Red 

Curtains (2012), the acclaimed short films Lukas by 

the Sea and GILLES (both 2016, fiction, as an editor) 

and Runi (2015, documentary, as cinematographer/

editor). In 2015, Freek co-founded the internationally 

oriented filmmakers’ collective Blunt Cinema 

(www.bluntcinema.com).
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When your story sets out to open a window onto a world as complicated and current as 

the Syrian refugee crisis, it feels inevitable to stay mindful of your film’s relationship to 

and responsibility towards reality. From the earliest days of our development, starting 

with our previous short film production Southwest, we have been acutely aware of our 

accountability as filmmakers: our films would invite audiences to invest themselves, 

emotionally and intellectually, into the people and stories behind one of the world’s 

biggest dilemmas. This awareness has motivated us to make our research more thorough, 

our storytelling more (emotionally) truthful, and steer away from simplification and 

sensationalization.

We are keen to translate this responsibility to the actual way in which we will bring this 

film to life. Instead of simply “colonizing” (albeit temporarily) another country for the sake 

of our production, we want to set up a process that will allow for the exchange of talent, 

ideas, and resources. For example, we are aiming for a green, sustainable, international 

co-production that will set out to:

- Collaborate with local aid organizations (such as UNHCR, the International Red 

Cross/Crescent and Docters Without Borders) in order to enhance the authenticity 

of our production design as well as enable the production to build a refugee camp 

set that meets the requirements to be used for the actual accommodation of 

Syrian refugees afterwards;

- Reach out to local refugee communities in order to involve them in the production 

as actors, background performers, and sources of inspiration for the characters’ 

experiences in the story;

- Create an educational program to provide refugees with opportunities, materials 

and knowledge to translate their own experiences to documentary and fiction 

film projects that can be distributed online in conjunction with the feature film’s 

release;

- Continue to foster existing (and new) international relationships to enable 

collaborations with emerging and established film talents from different cultures 

throughout the process of this film’s production.

With these and other ideas, we strive to stay loyal to a mindset that will turn Foreigners 

into more than just another feature film production - but one that actually contributes, 

from its inception to its release, to bridging the gaps of understanding and empathy 

between people all over the world.





“We all suffer alone in the real world. 

True empathy’s impossible. But if a piece 

of fiction can allow us imaginatively 

to identify with a character’s pain, we 

might then also more easily conceive of 

others identifying with their own. This is 

nourishing, redemptive; we become less 

alone inside. It might just be that simple.”

 - David Foster Wallace 



 FOREIGNERS
Prospectus for an 

international feature film

based on the short film 
Southwest (2013, 16’)

vimeo.com/bluntcinema/southwest 
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