LONG DISTANCE SWIMMER
SARA MARDINI

A FILM BY CHARLY WAI FELDMAN

A FILM BY
CHARLY WAI FELDMAN

88 mins / 2023 / English, Arabic, Greek, German, English Subtitles / Germany, UK

\o
o

EPF MEDIA GROUP, LLC
324 S. Beverly Drive, PMB 437
Beverly Hills, CA 90212
(323) 301-3663
Website: www.epfmedia.com

Email: larry@epfmedia.com




AWARDS AND FILM FESTIVALS

Hot Docs Canadian International Documentary Festival, Canada
Sheffield DocFest International Documentary Festival, UK
Galway Film Fleadh International Film Festival
BIFED - Bozcaada International Festival of Ecological Documentary, Turkey
Raindance Film Festival, UK
Films for Future Festival, Switzerland
On the Move Festival, Germany
ReFrame Film Festival, Canada
World Community Film Festival, Canada
Millenium International Documentary Film Festival, Belgium
Jeonju International Film Festival, Korea



SYNOPSIS

At 20, Sara was already famous. She fled Syria in 2015 with her younger sister Yusra. When their
boat broke down as they were crossing the sea to Greece, Sara and Yusra and two others jumped
into the waves and swam for three and a half hours in open water to stop their dinghy from
capsizing, saving the lives of everyone on board. Their journey made headlines around the world,
and is dramatized in a Netflix film called The Swimmers. Our story begins when the fictionalized
drama ends. Sara has spent three years rescuing refugees on the same journey that made her
famous, but she was suddenly arrested on August 2018. Sara was accused by Greek authorities
of running a criminal enterprise and charged with “international espionage and people
smuggling”. If convicted, she faces up to 25 years in prison and the end of her humanitarian
career. Banned from Lesbos and waiting for news of the trial, she lives a surreal existence in
Berlin.

DIRECTORS’ STATEMENT

The news of Sara Mardini’s arrest in August 2018 came as a shock. | was familiar with her
incredible backstory, and could only imagine what it took to go back to Lesvos to help others
facing the same journey she had once risked her life on. How was one of Europe’s most
celebrated refugees now sitting in a Greek maximum-security prison, accused of being part of a
smuggling operation, a money launderer and a spy? There was an overwhelming sense of
injustice and a desire to find out what had happened.

Sara was released on bail after over three months in prison. When we first met, she wore a T-
shirt that read ‘The Art of Eye Contact’ and radiated an intense, vibrant energy. | was drawn to
how outspoken, confident and charismatic she appeared, seemingly unshackled from the labels
that people tried to use to define her. As a child athlete specialized in long distance swimming,
she was trained to persevere and look forward, not back. But the threat of a trial and 20-year-
prison sentence left her feeling trapped, in limbo, like a lion in a cage. In between her words
there was a vulnerability, layers of trauma and a very relatable search for a home.

There was also the wider political context. There was a palpable shift from 2015, when Sara and
Yusra’s escape from Syria and journey to Germany was celebrated across the world, to 2018
when authorities in many nations in Europe turned against refugees and those who try to help
them. By 2019, over 150 people were facing criminal accusations for helping refugees, while the
number of people dying in the Mediterranean was rising at an alarming rate. This felt very
personal to me, as the great-granddaughter of Russian Jews who fled the Bolshevik revolution in
the early 1900s and the granddaughter of Hong Kong refugees forced to flee during World War
Il. My great-uncle, a survivor of the Holocaust, only survived because he was part of a small
minority of children on ships who were given permission to dock in the US during the war. | have
intimately come to understand how small acts of solidarity can make the difference between
surviving and thriving for displaced people building a new life.

Living with the fear of imprisonment every day is a psychological struggle for survival which is
illustrated in this film. Over four years after meeting Sara, it has become clear that Sara, Sean
and their co-accused are pawns in a bigger political game. Amnesty International called the case
‘farcical, unfair and baseless’ while Human Rights watch called it ‘politically motivated,’ yet they
are still facing serious criminal accusations and a 20-year prison sentence. Despite the bleak
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political landscape, this film is also a tribute to the fighter in Sara, the long distance swimmer
who continues to inspire people to speak up for what they believe in.

Charly Wai Feldman
DIRECTOR BIOGRAPHY

Charly Wai Feldman is a writer, producer and documentary filmmaker based in London UK. She
has a background producing current affairs films, many with international distribution. Her work
includes The Talwars - a four-part HBO series, and This is Exile: Diaries of Child Refugees, which
premiered at IDFA and won the Amnesty International Award in 2016. More recently, Charly
produced the climate change musical road trip documentary the Great Green Wall, and created
a series called Inside the Cryptokingdom exploring the world of cryptocurrencies and blockchain
technology. Long Distance Swimmer: Sara Mardini is her first feature documentary, shot over
nearly four years following former Syrian swimmer and activist Sara Mardini after she is accused
of human smuggling, money laundering and espionage. Charly is the recipient of the 2020 Malik
Bendjelloul Memorial Fund, has served as a jury member for Royal Television Society and is a
member of Brown Girls Doc Mafia.
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