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NORTH EAST FILM MAKER MEETS YOUNG GIRL WHO TOUCHED HIS 

HEART ON PIONEERING TRIP
Four years ago North East film director Daniel Larson Sidhu met a young girl dying of HIV Aids at a South African orphanage, and at that point decided to make a documentary to tell the world of the African AIDS crisis, and give those children a voice.

In recent weeks he made his much anticipated return trip, only to find the girl, Sibongile is now seven years old and doing well, thanks to ARV drugs. This highlight was a glimpse of hope on an otherwise heart- wrenching trip where Daniel and his Producer Simon Constable, travelled throughout South Africa with agencies such as Save the Children and VIRGIN Unite to see the extent of the crisis four years on.

 “Sibongile was a toddler who was very ill when we first saw her,” explains Daniel. “She had lesions all over her face, and we really thought she might be about to die. But recently I was on an HIV/ AIDS charity website and incredibly I saw her picture there, she was happy and wearing a school uniform. I recognised her immediately.” 

“Meeting her again was overwhelming, I took her a doll she had asked for and she was delighted. She looks well and strong, and is succeeding at school. It was by far the biggest highlight of the trip that was otherwise, at times, extremely harrowing.”
Blue Rain Productions Limited – their recently established North East film company - returned to South Africa to film further footage for a challenging new documentary Voices – The Southern African HIV/ AIDS Crisis. A bold exposé of the way that HIV/ AIDS – which last year alone caused approximately1.6 million deaths - is orphaning children, tearing communities apart and robbing nations of skilled workers.
Daniel and Simon are now back in the UK, and editing a ‘rough- cut’ in The Tyneside  Cinema’ s editing suite, which they will take to the acclaimed BRIT DOC documentary film festival in Oxford this week.

They have filmed over40 hours of footage of their travels through Southern Africa for the documentary, looking for the truth behind the shocking statistics and telling the stories of some of those affected by the HIV/ AIDS pandemic. 
On this journey Daniel was seeking to speak to the AIDS sufferers within communities, to get a sense of their lives and what needs to be done to turn the situation around. It is only then he can take his film to the world leaders and celebrities who can champion this issue, which he intends to do at the17th World AIDS Summit in Mexico this August.
Sub- Saharan Africa has just over10% of the world's population but70% of the HIV/AIDS cases. The worst-hit country being South Africa, which has the largest number of HIV-positive people in the world – around 5.5million – and where it is estimated that over 1,000 people die every day from an AIDS- related illness. On this recent trip Daniel learned that it is thought the figures may have risen by another2 million in the last few years.
The trip saw the crew collect a brand new9 seat NISSAN PRIMASTAR vehicle – sponsored by NISSAN South Africa in Johannesburg - and head South to the independent state of Lesotho, to witness the work of ALAFA (Apparel Lesotho Alliance to Fight AIDS). An organization which is mobilizing clothing factory workers  (50% of the country’s workforce),  teaching them about HIV/ AIDS, getting them tested for the virus so that they know their status, and onto powerful anti- retroviral medication if necessary.
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Simon Constable said, “The work of ALAFA is very impressive, they are combating the HIV/ AIDS crisis at grass roots, and are achieving results. Lesotho should be held up as an example of best practice to the rest of Southern Africa, because its King, Prime Minister and government are actively engaged in tackling the issue head on. They are working in partnership with ALAFA to do this, and recognize the terrible economic and human consequences of allowing the situation to worsen - especially among women and children.”

Daniel and Simon also heard of a new programme of peer- to- peer action among men; the hardest audience to reach in the Southern African HIV/ AIDS situation - but arguably the most important. 

“We learned about a programme that was using men with HIV to educate other men not to rape, and about how the disease spreads. It bravely challenges long established cultural values, and appears to be beginning to make an impact. We also saw an initiative where communities act out dramas in rural areas – again, African people communicating to their peers about the issue. It’ s a huge step forward,” said Simon.
However not all of their trip was so inspiring, and one particular low point saw Daniel filming at a South African cemetery that housed literally hundreds of thousands of graves. Up to a third of a million, by some estimates.
“I saw the diggers lining up empty graves in the children’s section; as far as the eye could see. It was the most depressing moment, I literally felt helpless,” said Daniel.

As well as the Brit Doc festival, where Blue Rain hope to pick up an international distributor for their documentary, Daniel has plans to return to South Africa later this year in order to interview Jacob Zuma, the ANC Chief and anticipated President in waiting.

Daniel has already interviewed a number of iconic and influential figures for the documentary. These include Sir Bob Geldof, the late Dame Anita Roddick, Zachie Achmat, Jean Oelwang, Archbishop Tutu, former President of South Africa - F. W. de Klerk, and Dr. Robert C. Gallo - the scientist responsible for co- discovering the virus, and for the development of the test.

His plan is to use the World Aids Summit to interview globally recognized figures – yet to be confirmed – of the stature of previous speakers, such as Bill Clinton, Bono, Richard Gere and Bill. And Melinda Gates. 

Voices – The Southern African HIV/ AIDS Crisis is a true passion for Daniel, who fell in love with South Africa after working for the South African Broadcasting Corporation in 2000. “I wanted to make a film to show that despite South Africa’s many problems, there are incredible people working away and tackling head- on this appalling HIV/ AIDS crisis,” he says. “They are my heroes – ordinary people who are extraordinary. People think of South Africa and they think of great wine, Nelson Mandela and of course Rugby, and that's good, but there are so many amazing stories there which are not being told. Making this film is transforming me and my life – I hope it will do the same for HIV/ AIDS.”

Despite focusing on sub- Saharan Africa, the documentary is very much a North East production. Blue Rain Productions Limited are supported by Northern Film& Media, The Arts Council England and Business Link – amongst others. The film is a completely independent venture, but is further supported by the up to the minute editing facilities at the legendary Tyneside Cinema.
The hope is for Voices – the Southern African HIV/ AIDS Crisis to potentially have a regional preview at The Tyneside Cinema (something that is under discussion), ahead of a premiere that will hopefully be in London - before being shown nationally and internationally in all of the usual forms. Hopefully this will be followed by exposure at high- profile film festivals in 2009 and nominations and awards in turn. 
Daniel explains “I was born in Newcastle, and I love being from the North East. Geordies have incredible and unique qualities – vision, warmth, passion, hospitality and determination. It sounds like a cliché, but we are born fighters.
“My dream is for this documentary to help to tell the world about what is really going on in Southern Africa. 70% of the world's HIV/ AIDS cases are concentrated there, and that's why this issue needs to be addressed, quickly. I want this film to highlight what is happening and be a way to wake- up the world to act. Action, by both governments and ordinary people, is essential to tackle this crisis. We all have a role to play. It's not just Africa's problem, it's everybody’ s problem!” 
www.voices-hivaids.com
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