My guest today is Aline Sara. Sheis the co-founder and CEO of Neta Kellum, an award-
winning social enterprise that turns displaced persons and refugees into locationindependentfreelancers
by hiringthem as online tutors, teachers and translators and then pairing them with online learners from
around the globe. With nearly 80 million displaced peoplein the world today, many of them skilled
professionals who left behind their careers and are now restricted from workinglocallyin their new host
country, Nalakallamempowers them to earn remoteincomefrom anywhere, regardless of their location
and status and regain the support, dignity and opportunities that they deserve. NaTakallam has been
patronized by over 10,000 learnersand clients from over 100 countries and has distributed millions of
dollarsin self-earned incometo displaced persons and refugees and theirhost communities.

Aline, welcometo the show.
Aline Sara: Thank youfor having me.

| am so excited to haveyou here.You have been doing such inspiringwork thatl have been
followingfor quite awhile now. So, it's greatto have you on the show. But let'sjust start off by setting the
scene and talking about where we are recordingthis from today. Unfortunately, we are not in person and
thefact that we have agreed to make this awine night. So, let'stalk about whatwe're drinkingas well. | am
actually in Buenos Aires, Argentinaand | have just opened abottle of Malbecfrom Mendozawhich| will be
drinking throughduringthis interview. Where areyoutodayand what areyoudrinking?

Aline Sara: So, | amin Paris and | am drinking awine from Bordeaux which is Cote de Montpezat. And | am
notFrench.|I'mnotawine expert, so thatwill bethe extent of my detailed accountthere.

Your Frenchis prettyimpressive though, | mustsay, and I'd love to use thatas sort of asegue
to go way back and talk a little bit about yourbackgroundand where you grew up, your cultural backgrou nd
and thelanguages that you were surrounded withgrowingup.Can you share allittle bit of that and howthat
shaped your identity?

Aline Sara: Yeah, of course. So,| am originally Lebanese. My parents arefrom Beirut. They left Lebanon at
the height of the civilwar in Lebanon. They camefirst to Europe, then to New York, where my father was
actually completing his medical residency. And so, the war was so violent thatthey choseto stay inthe
U.S. So lwasraised in New York, safe and away from theviolence. | wentto aFrench school. I grewupina
French speaking household with Lebanese Arabic dialect spoken. And of course, | was in New York. So, |
grew up hearing these languages and actually traveling back very often to Lebanonwhen the war wasn't
too strong, and also toFrance, because many of my family membersimmigrated to France.

Canyoutalk alittle bitaboutyourinterestin travel and when youthink back to those early
travel experiences, whatwas that like for you,reconnectingwith Lebanon as akid who was living in the
United States and going back there and also to France and to other places?

Aline Sara: Yeah, | mean, | love traveling. | love diversity and culture and discovering cultures around the
world. Of course, asalebaneseborn andraised in New York, justin and of itself, | was exposed to multiple
cultures, especially the fact that we wouldtravel back to Lebanon. And my parents made sure we stayed
very attached to ourrootsand to our origins and the fact that naturally we'd also swing by France on our
way there. Firstofall, becausethere's no direct flightsfrom New York to Beirut, so that had to happen
anyways. Butalso because my cousins were there, so goingto aFrench school, so there was this natural
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expansion, exposure to multiculturalism, tovery different cultures, because Europeis different fromthe
Middle east, is different fromthe U.S.

And Ithink alsojust being in New York City, which is such an incredible international, diverse hub,and also
goingto the Frenchschoolin New York, which was also aschool with alot of foreigners, many students

who were coming from background, their parentswere diplomats, et cetera. So also having that exposure.
So, I think that naturally propelled meinto this much more global exposure thatl actually lovedand kind of
naturallymade me become someonewho's verymuch interested in travel and discovering other cultures.

Well, you and | also havein commonabackgroundin human rightsand international peace
and conflict resolution. I wouldlove to hear as well, when you think back on that particular trajectory, how
did your social and political consciousness develop? And can youtake us alittle bit on thatpath into that
career direction foryou?

Aline Sara: You know, my parentsgot married underbombings, for example. And wegrew upina
household wherewhen you'd call your grandparents, sometimes you'd call themto checkin on them
becauseyou heard abomb had landed in our neighborhood at that time. So, | think most people who
immigrate duringwar and leave family back home, they're naturally, they understand and know what war is
fromup close. Even though compared to some of my cousins whowere stayedin Lebanon and whodidn't
manageto leave the country, they had avery different, much more up close and personalexperience of
war. Butwewerein this kind of interesting. And youknow, sometimes people say, likewhen you'refar, it's
almost worse becauseyou only imaginetheworst and you hear what's going onand you're feeling the fear
becauseyou'refar fromyourfamily and you want to check in on them. So,youknow, we grewup when |
was littlein that, some ofthat context. There was still some heavy war goingon when | was stilla child.

| also think that my parents had an approachto Lebanon and totalking about war thatwas different.|
would say my parentsdid not hidethe war and the difficulties of war. And we grew up and my father would
takeusto school, wewould drive. Actuallywe lived in New Jersey for acoupleyears, sowe'd haveto
commute. Andthose carrides every day was my dad would share another story of him working in the Red
Crossand goingintoa Palestinian refugee camp and having to evacuate while there were Christian militias
and sharing about his experiences whenhewas in the hospital and hewould goacrossthe halltoget a
medicine for the patient and then abomb landed in thatpatient's bed.

And so, you know, we grew up withthese very strongstories of war, war and survival, which | would say
really planted the seeds of both my consciousness of what it means to grow upin awar zone and my drive
fortrying to make sure there's notmore warsin theworldbecause | heard what my parents and my
cousins and my grandparents were going through. So, | would say the Lebanesefactor and the fact that my
parents made us stay very close to the countryand did not actually hide the stories, but actually share
with us, the stories was probablywhat propelled meinto that space and that sphere ofinterest.

Andthen asyou grewolder and you became an adult, you eventually choseto move back to
Beirut. Canyou talk alittle bit about that decision and then whatthat experience was like for you when you
moved back?

Aline Sara: Yeah, so, | mean, actually | wanted tomove back in 2006 after | graduated fromcollege, butthe
war broke outin July2006. There was a small month-longwar between Hezbollah and Israel. So that first
plandidn'tworkout. So, | stayed in New York and | workedin anonprofit thatdoes conflict resolutionwork



between Israelis and Arabs.And then | ended up going to Lebanontheyear after. | had beenin Lebanon
every summer for the holidays. This was my first time living there. So, it was different experience, of course,
becausel really got to know the country in avery different capacity. | really got to knowthe different parts
of the country, the different regions of the country that are very much sometimes alighed with the different
religious groups ofthe country.

So that was obviously an amazing experience. Youare coming intoa countrythat is coming out of acivil

war. So many remainders and remnants of war and things like that. Althoughit's funny totalk aboutthat
now becauselLebanon is so far away fromits civil war compared to its neighborsnowinto countries like
Syria, which are stillknee deep in conflict. But of course, being in the Middle East, you arein aconstant

state of political tension and turmoil, very different fromotherparts of theworld.

Well, | know youalso spentsometimein Syriabefore the Arab Spring. Can you talkalittle
bitabout that trip thatyoutookin 20077 Backpacking, | think you said you started fromAthens and then
you went through Syria and Turkey and eventually over to Lebanon. Can youtalk about that travel journey
and whatthose experiences were like for you?

Aline Sara: Yeah, | had been to Syria afew times already while being based in Beirut becauseit's right next
door. It'satwo-hourdrive from Beirutto Damascus. And then | did have one amazing summer tripwith my
best friend who is Greek, French Armenian, and her and | just traveled from Athens all the way to Beirut,
going through the Greek islands and crossing into the south of Turkey, crossing Turkey, then crossinginto
Syria. And we actually went to Aleppoand skipped Damascus because she had to get back to work and
had much lesstimethan | did. So, | mean, of coursethere's nothinglike traveling firstof all locally, like
locals.

So, we choseyou typically budgeting, you're typically traveling withthe Locals becauseit's cheaper. It's
also much moreintimate and culturalimmersion. Syriais amazing. It's abeautiful country. You really have
the experiences of the souk. | mean, the people are amazing. People are so generous people, so sweet, so
welcoming. It was very interesting also being in Turkey because Turkey is also seen as this country
between the east and thewest and Europe and Asia. I'm assuming that you've been there.

I havebeen only to Istanbul, butitis one of my favorite cities in theworld and | want togo
back and spend a lot moretimein Turkey for sure.

Aline Sara: Yeah, | know it's abeautiful country. Regardless of theregionyoutravelin. I think justtraveling
ingeneralandtravelingnotas likethetouristthatgoesto aresort,but really justgoing thereto immerse
yourself, justto meet the people, to meet the culture. | think the feelings| have are almost always the
same. It'sjust so fascinating. It's so exciting. Each culture has its different way of expressing warmth and
welcoming. | mean, you goto Latin America, it's more kind of through the music, the dancing, the
celebrating. You'llgo tothe Middle East. It's kind of a different type of generosity and energy. Prettymuch
all my trips, they're amazing, all of them. And they're fascinating, each in their own way.

Well, | want to ask you about acouple others becauseyouhave traveled very extensively. |
have spent probablyabouttwoyearstotal on the continent of Africa. Butyouhave beento someplaces
thatl havenotbeen and | wantto ask you about them. And let's maybe startwith yourexperiencein
Mozambique, ifyou can share alittle bit aboutthat,because | haven't been there.



Aline Sara: Yeah, | mean, Mozambique was actually a week-long program for social entrepreneurs. So, we
were actually kind of on this littleisland or peninsula. It wasn'tthatmuch travel withinthe country, butjust
beinginthat nature,wewereright onthewater and it was kind of likethejungle and the water at the same
time. So, it was beautiful. We did have some time in Maputo.l would say it wasn'tas much as an
experiencing the country as it was experiencing the location fora specific type of retreat for social
entrepreneurs. But the setting itself was beautiful and Maputowas avery interesting city of course. All of
these countries all have such fascinating history. History that we typicallyignore, | thinkuntil we go there.

Forme, | feel like as much as I'm fascinated and curious, it's only untill'm there and I'm A big fan of always
googlingthe free walking touror the walking tour options available, goingon thatwalkingtour, talking tothe
guides, becoming friends withthe guides, going for adrink and a live music show with them after,which is
exactly what we did in Maputo with my friends. So. But of course, Mozambiqueis beautiful scenery.
Speaking ofthe African continent to me, and specifically sub-Saharan Africa, | spent moretimein Coted.
Ivoire. | spenttwo monthsin Coted'Ivoire doingwork and thenalso | spent amonthwith mypartnerin
DRC Congo.

How wasthat?lwasin Coted; Ivoire,just brieflyin 2019, | spentaboutthree monthsin
West Africa. So, we did about a month in Nigeria, amonth in Ghana, amonthin Senegal, and then Coted'
Ivoirejustkind of got a four-nightsortof pass through. We kind of went toAbidjan and then kind of went
and, you know, just kindofkicked it on the coast for afew nights. Andit was lovely, it was delightful. But |
would loveto hear about that. Like,howwas Coted' Ivoire for you?

Aline Sara: Yeah, no, Coted' Ivoire was amazing. Again, the music and the energy. There's something, |
think, so jovial aboutthis partoftheworld. The energy. | feel like when | think of my timein Coted, lvoire,
it's just full of smiles, smiles, dance, music, positive energy, joking, of course. | was doingresearch, | was
doing work, aproject while doingmy master's. Andit was on deforestationand evictions, forced evictions
of populations who arelivingin parts of the countrythat were considered classified forests. And so, they
had managed to settlethere because the government let them. And then now the governmentwas telling
them, now we'regoingto kick yououtbecausethe countryis losingallits forest.So just mess after mess
after mess and just going deep into corruptionand politics and injustices.

So, | mean, thatwas also very interestingworkand research. | feel likewhen I'min these places thereis
such less consumerism and technology also in a positive sense. And of course, things have changed. |
mean, | was therein 2013. Many things are also related to socioeconomic developmentin countries. So, |
think our experience will be different because we're coming fromsuch ahyper developed, hyper
consumerist, hyper commercialized, hyper technologized or whatever societies. So, for me, there's kind of
afeeling of peacefulness. | feel likel go back to basics when | travel and it's nice, it's really nice.

Yeah. And | agree 100%. The music scenein West Africaand the nightlifeand justthe
pulsing of Afro beats through every partofthe streetsin daily life, | mean, it's justamazing. And justthelife
andthespiritand thekindness of peoplethere,| mean, it's just an amazing. It'ssuch a special region.

Aline Sara: Yeah.

But tell mealittle bit about DR Congo, though, becausel've never been there. What were
you doing there and how was your experience?



Aline Sara: So, | actuallyjust spentalmostamonth visitingmy partner.Hewas workingforthe UN. Likea
lot of peoplein DR Congo are big NGOs, so that was more kind of staying there with him.We did visit the
Bonobo Farm.They'reatype of monkeyand they're. They'revery smart. And so,wevisited areserve of
Bonobosbecausethey believe they're endangered. We went to some waterfallsand seeing that similar
passion for music and this drivefor this feel-good energy from music, frombeing so, | don't know, intune
with oneself. Obviously,youknow, it's acountry that's dealingwith conflicts and major socioeconomic
challenges. So, there's always going to be scenes that are difficult to watch. Butfor me, just the energy was
also amazing, despite thedifficulties ofthat part ofthe world and that country.

Yeah, | agree. | mean, themorel spend time on the continentof Africa, the morel wantto go
back and the more of it | want to see and themore places | want to go. Andit's just incredible on so many
levels. You also spent sometimein South Africa? | have spent probably about three months or soin Cape
Town, which is such a special city. But where were you in South Africaand whatwas yourexperience like
there?

Aline Sara: So, yeah, that was actuallyavacation, a proper kind of vacation. So, we just did about 10 days.
We did Cape Town, the coast, we did the penguin reserve.| love penguins. So thatwas avery fun moment.

Yes. When you go downtowards Cape Point and they had the whole penguin colony, which
is crazy becauseif you've never seen penguins or if you've only seen cold weather penguins orimages of
cold weather penguins, whichis the association thatl had. Andthen you go downthere and these
penguins, these are warmweatherpenguins that justlikerollup outofthe ocean, out ofthe beach, and
they'relike chilling on the sand.

Aline Sara: Yeah, that was amazing. | mean, we did some wineries, wewere up in themountains, we were
onthecoast and of course, just the wildlife. Wevisited an OSTRICH Farm, of course, we did Table
Mountain.Wevisited Mandela's prison. Thatwas, | mean, all ofthe history, the human rights, the social
justicethemesin South Africa, of course, areincredible. Justfrom both the nature perspective to just the
sociological and historical meaning of South Africa and everything we visited there. And alot of people
making parallels between South Africaand Israel and Palestine. And | mean, th at was obviously fascinating
forme aswell.

Yeah. The Palestinian solidarityin South Africais just amazing and so heartwarming and just
wonderful to see all of these Palestinian flags flying. Andthenwhen they do thelsraeliapartheid week and
they do awhole African continental solidarity againstlIsraeliapartheid and all this kind of stuff, | mean, it's
really heartening to see how obviously people who experienced apartheid understand apartheid when they
see it, and people who experienced colonialismunderstand colonialism when they seeit. And so, all of
theseinternationalconnections. I'm IrishAmerican, forexample,and | lived in Ireland for ayear, and |'ve
spent alot of time doing activist solidarity work in the north of Ireland, which remainsunder British colonial
occupationto this day. And whatyoufind when you goto West Belfastis Palestinian flags flying all down
the Falls Road, and you have muralsto the Kurdishhunger strikers in Turkey. Andyouseeall of this
solidarity because oppressed peoplethatare either currently under military occupation orhave previously
struggledagainst colonialism or apartheid or any of that kind of stuff, | mean, they understandit
immediately. Yeah, right.| mean, it's just entirely clear. And so, thesetypes of global solidarity are always
so inspiring for meto see.

Aline Sara: Itis, yeah, verymuch. Definitely.



Allright,solamin Argentinaat the moment, and | know you have been down tothis part of
theworld, too. So, | haveto ask youaboutyour experiencein Chile and Argentina and Patagonia. How was
your timein South America?

Aline Sara: Yeah, so me. My timein Chile and South Americawas actually becausel choseto study
abroad in Santiago, whichI'mreally excited| chosethat. | remembermy father tellingme, Aline, youwant
to practice Spanish, but you. You can easily go to Spain because it's Europe and yougo toFrance. So go to
Latin America, go to Chile. So, hewas right. Where | should have listened to himwas to say theyear,
becausel only did asemester, which | regret. So, if any students are listeningand youare a traveler, don't
do a semester, do afull year to really immerseyourself.

Hundred percentagreed withthat advice.

Aline Sara: Yeah, it was amazing. | think there's a lot of parallels between Latin Americaand the Middle
eastin a certain way. And alot of similarities between the Mediterranean countries and energy and South
America. So, | felt very close to my kind of Chilean entourage. Chileis also fascinating froma political
perspective. Their history, Allende-Pinochet, | mean, super interesting froma historical, cultural, human
rights perspective as well. It was an amazing proper study abroad immersion.| was livingwith a Chilean
hostfamily and when youstudy abroad, yousort oftake thelight courseload and thenyou spend yourtime
traveling.So did lots of weekend trips, would take the bus up the mountain, up the Andes and down to go
toMendoza, for example.| did Patagonia, whichwas absolutely amazing trip. | did not actually makeit to
San Pedro de Atacama, which isthe desert. So, | do still have hopes of making it back there one day. It's so
rich. It'sso much to see. | did end up travelingto Peru. I've been to Colombia, so I've done a bit of Latin
America. Each country, it's fascinating. | would say, youknow, Argentinaand Chile feel abit more
European, right. They have alittle bit of that kind of European influence as well. So that's interesting. Butat
the same time, theindigenous community, still the Latin American vibe, the music, thefood, the family
values, it's lovely. And the nature, | mean, all of these places haveincredible tripsin nature and amazing
thingsto see.

Yeah. And Chile, to what youwere sayingaboutthe political dynamics there, first of all, they
havethelargest population of Palestinians theworld outside the Middle East.

Aline Sara: Absolutely.

Which is amazing, right, to seethat culture.And it was incredible because | was on one of
thefree walking tours, right. Thatyou mentioned and my tour guide's name was Omar. And | was like, bro,
areyou Arab? He's like, no,I'm Chilean Catholic. But, you know, my parents justnamed methat because
there'sjust so many Arabsaround here. That's unbelievable.

Aline Sara: There are Palestinians, Lebanese and Syrians. Huge number from who migrated in the early
1900s. Actually. It's fascinating. Actually, | had written a piece when | worked as ajournalist on the Latin
American the heritage of Levantine heritage in Latin America. And it's funny because they assimilated, but
they still are originally from that partoftheworldand it's throughout all of South America.

Yeah. And talk about the cohesion of like so much sortof anti-colonial solidarity. One of the
first things | learned on the same walkingtour, by the way, about the Chilean revolution against the
Spanish. Right. The anti-colonialindependence movement in Chile.IrishfolksBasques, yeah. Allofthese
peoplethat weredown there that were like, at the front. Right. You still have to this day, Bernardo o' Higgins



Boulevard and Park,youknow, named after these Irishpeoplethatwereinvolved in the Chileananti
colonial war against the Spanish, right. And so, it's just an amazing way to see that global solidarity that
we'retalking about. And all ofthis merging of people from all these different cultures and struggles around
theworld, they'renowall ofasuddenin Chile. So, you justgo down and visitChile, it's like, wow, this is
amazing history.

Aline Sara: It's so fascinatingthatit's the second largest community of Palestinians outside of Palestine,
andthey have Palestinians in their parliament, | think, or in their political representation. And yeah, it's very
interesting.

It's totally amazing.So. Allright, | wantto talk alittle bit about yourjourney to becoming a
journalist and particularly beingin the Middle east during the Arab Spring.l was in Egypt. | was therefora
couplemonthsin2012.

Aline Sara: Yeah.

Which was right after the overthrow of Mubarak in the period of the scaffold rule, before
Morsiwas elected. And then | was back for about nine monthsin 2014 and was there for that whole rise of
CCandallthatkind of stuff. So, | was kind of in and around theregion, butl havefriendsin Lebanon,and |
was visiting peoplein Beirut, and | was sortofin and around that region a lot during that time. But | would
loveto hearyour experience and sort of just your journey in terms of deciding to become ajournalistand
then what yourexperience was like during thattime. Duringthe Arab Spring.

Aline Sara: Yeah, | mean, | feel like | never decide things, they justhappen. So, when| first went to
Lebanon, l interned with Human RightsWatch. Actually, in Lebanon at thattime, | was workingon migrant
domesticworker issues, always workingon generalissues relatedto humanrights of Palestinians, street
children. And | just decided thatl wanted to become alawyer after that internship. Butthenl realized that |
would never,ever manage to do the LSATs and get agood score because|I'mreally not that type of person.
| hate standardized tests.

I'mwithyou. I'mwith you on that.

Aline Sara: So, youknow whatwe have when you'rein yourearly 20s and you're tryingto figure out your
life. And then | moved back to Beirut, decided to dropthewhole law schoolplan,and someonewrote to
me about ajob opening foranyonewho's afluent English speaker editing news tickersfor this small
Lebanese publication. So, | was workingwith this small publication, editing, doing news editing. And this
was kind of. | was 25. | wasn't surewhat to do withmyselfbecause the whole, like, law school planfell
apart. So, after ayear, | had written one or two pieces for fun, and then they offered meto just join their
team of reporters.So that's how | did it. | had never decided | wanted to be ajournalist. | kind of always felt
like journalism was avery cutthroattype of professionwith everythingbecomingcommercialized. | do look
atjournalismwith alot of concern and sadness, but whenl ended up doingreporting, | loved it. [twas
fascinating. | mean, for people who like totravel, like to bein thefield, or like to bethere on theground, it's.
It's an amazing.

Andwhenyou like people, you wantto hear their stories. You're curious. So, | do lovejournalismin general.
So, | ended up working as areporter.And then twoyears after the Arab uprisings happened, and that was
themost amazing momentin historyfor people who believein human rights, for youth fromthe Arab world.
It'simpossibleto describethefeeling thatl think Arab youth felt and that part ofthe worldfelt. Of course,



Ben Aliand Tunisiawas something, but Egypt was thereal, kind of the real moment of wow. Andof course,
when Syria started to see the beginning preliminary protests. So,| mean, how can | describe that feeling? |
mean, | think | was at a party in Beirut when Mubarak fell. Like, it was just, like, absurd, and it was
fascinating. And alot of my friends in Egypt werein the streets on the ground. Was there everything
happening on social media? Here's the power of social media. | mean, it was very much related to the
mobilization through social media.

I remember my friends telling me about howeveryone was connected to Twitterbecause they would hear
about an emergency, someone disappearing, atruck taking away, abunch of protesters trying tomake sure
that they were being followed so thattheycouldbereleased. All the makeshifthospitals, all the
ambulances out of cars because people were on the streets. | think it's justincredible to remember those
moments for this part of the world, what it was. Andl mean, | think it'shard to remember it because the
high that everyonefelt and the complete plummetingand descent intoextremeviolence, toeven worse
regimes, to even morerepression. But| do think thatthe whole uprisings and what those moments meant
and people holding hands and people from complete different political horizonsand religious spheres
beingthere, being ontheground, being ajournalist atthat time. That was an incredible experience.

I remember it wellin all of the sentimentthat you're expressing, because thefirst uprising
was Tunisia and then people were just blown away and inspired by that. Butpeople werelike, there's no
way this could happen. InEgypt, the second largestrecipient of U.S. aid, a U.S. backed dictatorship. No
way a decentralized popularuprising can oustadictator that'sthat heavily backed by the United States.
Andthen all ofasudden, Mubarakfell. | remember that. Just those emotions were justunbelievable at the
time.

Aline Sara: | mean, wereyou there? So, you got there, what in.

| was there fortwo monthsin 2012. So, it was after the overthrow of Mubarak. So, it was
beforethe election of Morsi.

Aline Sara: Right.

So, itwas during thatinterim period withthe SCAF rule. And thenl was out of Egyptand then
you had theelection of Morsiand then you had the coup.And then | camebackin 2014 and | was therefor
nine months. Andthen that was where all the really depressing stuff started thatyouwere describing.
Started to happen with therise of CC and everythingthatwent fromthere.

Aline Sara: Yeah, no, | mean, | still remember they would have these makeshift theaters where they'd
come and bring ascreen and just have evenings where they'dproject scaffoldsviolations on screen. | don't
know ifyou knew that people would justcome and watch this. It was just amazing. |t was incredible. Just
the peopletaking over.And of course, there was that interim period withno rule, like official rule, right. But
peoplewereruling. Egypt was reallyincredible. It was an amazing period. Definitely very nostalgic of those
times and that experience. And thenby 2012, summer 2012, | moved back to New York for my master's.
So, then I went back to school for mymaster'sin international affairs.

So, let'stalk aboutthat alittle bit and yourtrajectoryfrom there. So,yougo back to New York
City, you do your master'sin international affairs, and then fromthere. What was the path like fromthere to
thefounding of NaTakallam?
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Aline Sara: | had atricky exit from my master's. Actually. | had a profile of areporter at that time.And then |
was trying to workkind of go into the more NGO space. And so, | did alot of election observationwork with
the Carter Center. So that was actually through my partner, he was doing that work as well. So, thisis when
you'redeployed intodifferent election settings and you're observing and similar tojournalism,you're
investigating, observing thewhole process, which is really interesting and related to economic, political,
democratic developments matters. So that was really interesting.| did that in Tunisia, obviously thatwas
interesting. Also comingoutofthe Arab uprisings, et cetera. | did itin Haitias well. | did itin Guyana. |

continued to do abit ofjournalismhereandthere. And | was trying to getlargerjobs, more stable full-time
employment witheither,youknow, Doctors WithoutBorders or UN et cetera. Not much luck. So, toall
thosewho arelistening and who are struggling in their job hunt, it really happens toeveryone.S Allende
Pinochet o then | was actually looking forways to practice Arabic while | was in New York. And that's when
| came up with theideafor NaTakallam. It was a combination of things thatmade me think of that. O
Allende Pinochet obviouslythe Syrian war was in its thirdyear. A very perpetualflow of Syrians coming into
Lebanon. Obviously withmy knowledge of the region and my knowledge of Lebanon and with Lebanon
becoming now the countrythat was hosting the highestdensity of refugees, the weight of Syrianscoming
into Lebanon, afragile state. And | say fragile state back then because nowlLebanon is broken down state
today.

So, | was thinking, l understandthatthe Lebanese government is concerned about giving a millionplus
Syrians entering Lebanon, acountry of 4 million work permits. But at the sametime, these Syrians don't
really have achance to get formally resettled, right? It's about0.5% of refugees who arein displacement in
countries that are neighboring conflict zones. Their chances of getting tolike Europe orto Canadaor to the
U.S. formallyresettled is tiny. This is the scenario, right? You have about a millionSyriansin Lebanon. They
don't havearightto work, theydon'thavearightto live. Basically, nodignity. They're not veryliked by the
Lebanese population. We have acomplicated historywith Syriaand at the same time they've gone through
so much. Their country has been completely destroyed. Many of them have probably been tortured, have
family members who disappeared. Youknow, justthinking, imaginingand seeing actually all the Syrian
youth whohad stood up to the Assad regime.

To me, which represents kind of the ultimate admirationfor me. Anyof theseindividuals around the world
who will stand up to aregimethat you know willjust clamp down you, crushyou. Forme, it's very sobering
tome. And again, | think thatall of theseindividuals are heroes and not sub burdens or the way they're
spoken aboutin the media. So, to meit was justvery simple. It'slike we have arecipefor disaster. We're
also being very inhumaneto look and let other. So many people who've just been forced to flee their homes
out ofextraordinary circumstances and also very often outofheroic action to find themselves in aplace
wherethey're not allowed to work. They have no chances of actually fleeing the countryin which theyare,
in this case being Lebanon, besides taking atreacherous migrant route wherethey're atrisk of dying.

So, | wasjust thinkingto myself, well, we haveto find away to help theseindividualsor to support them.|
had actually always dreamed of goingto do Arabicin Damascus, becausein Lebanon, in Beirut, yo ukind of
mix English, French, Arabic. | spentseveralyearsin Beirut, but my Arabichad notgottentoalevel with
which | was satisfied. So, it was kind of just thinking of all these factors and | was just thinkingto myself,
well, there's all these Syriansin Lebanon. They're not allowed towork, butthey'reincredibly skilled, they're
incredibly inspiring. They probably have stories to tellmein their languagein Arabic, whichis also
somewhat my language. But all these factors together and | just came up with this kind of light bulb idea
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which was like, all right, well, you have refugees, Syrians, very qualified. They can't work in the local
Lebanese economy. Butthere'sthis thing called the freelance digital world. Online language learning.

What if we created a program where anyone who'slike me, who wants tolearn alanguage, who's
fascinated and wants to hear the stories of people who have fled conflict, who stood up toregimes who
are, justfor me, the most inspiring people out there, what if there was a program where | could meet them,
learn Arabicfromthem, and pay them so they get anincome and that. That could be away forthemto
access an income, access somerestored sense of dignity and purpose after losing everythingand just a
way to bridge cultures by doing thatbecauseit's happening online. Andso that'sactuallywhen | came up
with theideafor NaTakallam, which | then pitched at a couple of competitions. Anditwas fromtherethatl
then had to create a pilot of NaTakallam, which then eventually | asked peopleto shareaboutit. And it got
picked up by acouple of bloggers at the sametime as funnily, again, social media coming up again, timing
being a major factor.

It was actually right at the time of the photo of Ilan Kurdi, the little Syrian boy who was washed uponthe
shores of Turkey. That wentviral, thatl was pushing NaTakallam to people.And | think the combination of
Factors did that outof nowhere. About three or four thousand people had shared about NaTakallam. And
we had like 300 people sigh up for NaTakallam. And this was actually ayear later after | came up with the
idea, which was September 2015. Andthat's pretty much what effectively launched us.

That's so amazing. | want youto sharealittle bit nowabout sortofthe direction that it's gone
and how it's grown. Howwas that initial pilot programin Beirut and howhas it grown since then?

Aline Sara: Yeah, | mean, theinitial pilot was just like about six or seven Syrians that weinvited to justbe
onthis symbolic platformthat did notexist. And us justreachingout toour network of friendsin
journalism, Middle Eastern affairs, conflict resolute Allende-Pinochet ion, and inviting them to sign up. And
of course, sincethen, Nalakallam has kind of become a full-fledged social enterprise, asmall social
enterprisethat hasits struggles with limited resources, as many ofus do. And we're very good at being
scrappy and resourceful at NaTakallam, butwe do have pretty muchthree businesslines. Thefirstoneis
thecorelanguage learning, which originally started with Syrians teaching Levantine Arabic. Now we have
about eight Arabic dialects with refugees from across the Arab world. Iraq, Yemen, Palestine, Egypt. Sadly,
there'salot of choices.

Also, we'veadded Lebanese dialect, so host community members are also nowteachingtheir language.
We added Persian with Iranian and Afghanrefugees, Spanish with Central Americanand Venezuelans, and
French with Francophone Africans. And this is like both individual and small group sessions. We also
providethisto B2B customers.So those whoare mostlyinterested tends to be NGOs that are approaching
ustowork with usjust because of the alignmentin the mission.We have a B2B program with schools and
universities where we bringin Nalakallam as acomplement to schoolclassroom programs, either
language study. So, ifyou're studying Arabic and your teacher willrequestthatyou practice with one of
NaTlakallam's tutors, or we have programs called Refugee Voices, where the refugees Skypeinto the
classroom.

Andit's much more ofavirtual speaker type of event whereyou're studying human rights. You'llhave
Syrians who talk abouttheir experience as activistsin Syria. Or if you're talking about Venezuelaand
what's happeningthere, we'll have some Venezuelans whoshare theirstoryabouthowthey left, aboutthe
situation on theground in the country. So really bringing to lifethe content. So, it's like avery dual type of
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impact because it's Immersive, experiential, emotional learning. At the sametime, nothing is donefor free.
Becauseourgoalislivelihoodstodisplaced persons, so they are paid for what they're doing. We ensure
weget the paymentto themregardless of wheretheyare, inacamp, in acountry wherethey don'thavea
bank account, et cetera. And then ourthird lineis interpretation and translation services run by immigrants,
refugees, and specialized translatorsas well. And that's alsofor anything we do. Document translation, we
do subtitles, et cetera. And that'smostly B2B.

Thatis so amazing. | love that. And you and | actually met through ourmutual friend Lamar
Shambley, who has been interviewed on The Maverick Show. So Maverick Showlisteners know Lamar. If
you haven't listened to thatepisode, youshould definitelygo back and listen toit. But Lamar runs the
Teens of Color Abroad (TOCA) program in Brooklyn. And during the pandemic, since, of course, folks can't
go abroad, the studentsin his program started using NaTakallam and learninglanguages, learning Arabic
from Syrian refugees. And so, theteenage students of color in Brooklyn, New York, were havingregular
language lessons with Syrian refugees, and not only learning Arabic, but havingthat culturalexperience
and learning about the lived experience of Syrian refugees and sharing theirexperiences, Teens of Colorin
Brooklyn and having those connections. And we had that discussionon ourpodcastjust about how
fundamentally transformative thatwas for his studentsin his program, and that's howyouand | eventually
connectedtodothisinterview.

Aline Sara: Yep. The TOCA and NaTakallam partnership is so amazing and so cool. It's even hard to kind of
describehow brilliant and thatfusionwas. It was an amazing. Itis still an amazing partnership.Lamar is
incredible. His work and his mission, admirable. And I'm sureyou've seen thevideos. But both our Syrian
tutors and Lamar students, | thinkit's some of the best experiences they've had workingtogether.

Yeah, for sure. Itisjust, like, amazinglyinspiringto me. Justabsolutely incredible what's
going on there.So let me ask you this. Justfor folks thatdon'tspeak any Arabic, can youtranslate
NaTakallam and explain what that means and why youchose thatfor the name ofthe enterprise?

Aline Sara: So NaTakallam means we speak. We came up with the name because it was about speaking
thelanguage. It was aboutspeaking Arabic. Andthe original goal of NaTakallamwas around conversation. It
was to practice conversational Arabic, because Arabicis complex language. Thereis theformal modern
standard Arabic, which is avery heavy type of grammar that, youknow, you'll hear Modern Standard Arabic
inthe news. It's the official, official language for all of the 22 Arab League states. Butyoudon'tspeak
Fusha, you don't speak Modern Standard Arabic.

Right.

Aline Sara: And thegoalwasto create aprogram whereyou're learning the speaking version of Arabic. And
[thinkittiesitselfto thewhole energy and goalofwhich is to build bridges, to create conversations, to
speak beyondjust learningthe language, to hear each other, to get to knowthe other.

It's areally important thingto clarify as well, because | have studied some Arabicin the
classroom. And when youstudyArabicin the classroom, you learn Fusha, youlearn the Modern Standard
Arabic. And when you do that, you willbe able to write and you willbe ableto read anewspaper and you
willbe able to listen to aformal news broadcast. Andthatis all because there's zero peoplein the Arab
world in any country that speak Fushain a conversationalmanner,right. And so, in order to actually
communicate with another human being fromthe Arabworld, you need to learn spoken Arabic, right. And
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that'swhat thesefolks are teaching people, dependingon what country they come from, right. If they come
fromthe Levant or if they come from Egypt, or ifthey come from the Gulf, or ifthey come from the Maghreb
and Morocco. | mean, these are all totally different Arabic dialects, which is importantfor folks to
understandthat ifyou wantto goto one ofthese countries and actually speak Arabic,youhaveto learn the
local dialect. And you have teachers at Nalakallam from those countries that are able to. To teach people
the spoken dialogue.

Aline Sara: Exactly. Yep.

That's awesome. Can youtalkalittle bit about who theseteachers are? What has been their
experience as a displaced person refugee? What were they doingin their country maybe before they were
displaced? Andjust give alittle bit of background aboutwho arethe people that NaTakallam hires as their
teachers.

Aline Sara: Mostofthem werejust like us, people who had their lives, people wh o had their studies, had
completed their degrees, architects, artists, doctors, nurses, teachers, people whohad travel agencies,
peoplewho'd study econ. It's individuals whowere, | would say, mostlykind ofin that middle class
community. And alot ofthem were people who, dependingon the countrytheywerein, did take a political
stance. Alot ofthem also werejust peoplewho happenedto bein acountry that awar broke out and they
had to flee becausethey were living in awar zone and werereally literally at risk. So, | think the common
denominator is theseindividualsResilience and humility and work ethic. And| think they're inspiring.

Yeah, that's so amazing. And | think that justtheincredible thingabout Nalakallam is that
you found and been ableto connect withthese folks thatare restricted fromworkinglocallyin their area as
adisplaced person or as arefugee. And you've empowered them to be able to work online, digitally and
teach peoplefromall around the world and basically become a location independentfreelancer who can
makethatincomeinternationally, which | think is completely amazing. Can you talkallittle bit abouthow
you have actually connected withthese humanbeings? How have you found and vetted and hired and built
thisincredibleinfrastructure withall of these teachers? Like, whatwas that process like foryou?

Aline Sara: It's been acombination of peoplereferringindividuals and also U.S. collaborating withNGOs
ontheground that referindividuals and people who work for us willrefer people theyknowwhoare
displaced with them. We have students sometimes who've recommended people, soit's reallykindofa
whole combination. Andnowwe havethe whole setupand networkand theygo through an application
process and aninterview process. So,in that sense, it's like the normal job whereyou'dalso be
interviewed that way.

Awesome. Andthen what is the experience like for the learner, the customer, the person, the
studentthatwants tolearn Arabic or wants to use one ofthe otherservices of. Nalakallam? How does
thatwork? Like, let's say there's some listenersrightnow of The Maverick Show thatare like, wow, like, |
really want to learn Arabic and whata coolway to learn. Like, that would be really more amazing than
sitting in aclassroomto be ableto do it that way. What is the experience like for the customer and how
would they goabout learning Arabic through NaTakallam, for example?

Aline Sara: Well, youknow, they justgo online, they goto natakallam.comand then they can follow the
website, sign up for the language of their choice, gothroughthe process. We're going to ask acouple of
questionsto help us matchyou, because we're not amarketplace. We actually match youbased on your
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requests and yourinterests. So, there's actually an added level that makes us differentthan other tutoring
platforms whereyou're choosing yourtutor. And so, then you'llfill out that information, you'llbuy your
sessions, and then within, | think, two days, we'llbeintroducing you toyour partner and thenyou guys will
connect on your choice of medium, youknow, Zoom or Skype or WhatsApp.

Canyou clarify as well all of the different optionsthat NaTakallam offers, the services that
people can patronize, the different languages. If people need translational workdone.What is the service
offering of NaTakallam right now?

Aline Sara: So, ifyou arean individual orif you are with agroup and you wantto learn alanguage, you can
dothat. Andwe have, as| mentioned, Arabicin eight different dialects, French, Persian, Spanish, Armenian
and Kurdish. Andwe do offer that also for corporates, for groups. So, ifyou run an organizationand youare
part ofthe professional development program and you wantto inviteyour staffto learn alanguagein avery
different way than usual, it'shighly encouraged. Also, we also have an Arabic curriculumwhich is a 25-
hour programthatbrings in boththedialect and the modernstandard Arabic. And that'samuch more
structuredcurriculum than the one-on-onetailored language sessions. So that'skind of for the people who
want amuch deeper diveinto Arabic or quite serious abouttheir learning.

The second optionisifyou'reateacher, ifyou're astudent,ifyou'rein the administration of any schoolor
university, youcan bring NaTakallam as experiential learning through our Refugee Voices programs. The
other program we havein schoolsand universities is as a complement to just traditional lan guage learning.
So NaTakallam s pretty much like alanguage lab. So, if you're studyingalanguagein a classroom, your
teacher can request that youcomplement yourlanguage learning by practicing withone of NaTakallam's
tutors over the Internet. Andthen finally we do all types of translation, documenttranslation, website
translation, film transcripts or subtitles. So that'savailable as well as virtual interpretation. Any type of
conferencesthat you wantto be ableto provideto people who don't speak English. With virtual
interpretation, youcan reach out to Nalakallam and we'll provideyouwithavirtual interpreter. So that's
kind ofthe third business line, which is interpretation and translation. Again, much more on the corporate
side and B2B clients.

So awesome. And | knowthat there'sall different pricing structures dependingon what
peoplearedoing. Ifthey just wanttogo class by class, if they want tobuyone ofthose bigger packages you
mentioned, ifthey want to do the translation stuff, andit's all on the website. So, what we'regoingtodo is
we'regoing to link everythingup with the show notes.And | understandthatyoumighteven have a special
discount for Maverick Show listenersthat that are interested in getting involved with some of that To
Callum stuff. So, what is that discountabout? Andthen we'lllink it up in the shownotes so folks can go
thereandgrabit.

Aline Sara: Yes, yes. Wewouldbe delighted to provide a 10% discount to anyone comingthrough The
Maverick Show.

Well, we willlinkitupin the show notes so folkscan just go to one place at
themaverickshow.com, go to the show notes for this episode and there you will see links to everything we
talked aboutin this episode, includingthe way to get your 10% discounton the Nalakallam services, which
are also going to go along wayin supportingrefugees and displaced people and just provide such an
amazing experience. What away to learn alanguage and get your translation done and all that good stuff.
That'sincredible.
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Well, Aline, 1 think you're doingincredible work. I think this is agreat place to end the primary portion of this
interview. Areyou readyto gointo 7heLijghtningRouna?

Aline Sara: Yes. Oh, my gosh.

Let'sdoit. Allright. Whatis one book thathas significantly impacted you over theyears
you'd most recommend people check out?

Aline Sara: For me, it spoke alot to me because it was a book written by a Lebanese who was born and
raised in Paris. | believe thetranslationis the Deadly Identities. It's by an authornamed Amin Malus, and it
is about the complexity ofidentity for one who is from a country, bom and raised in another one, and
identifies with such a multitude of cultures, religions, nations,and howto positionyourselfkind of, | think a
lot of what third culture kids will talk about and deal with. So, it's Amin Maloufandit'sthe Deadly
Identities, | think isthe English title.

Amazing. Wewill link that upin the show notes as well. Aline, what is onetravelhack that
you useinyour world travels thatyou can recommendto people?

Aline Sara: | feel likeyou. You neverrealize what you can get from an airline until you ask and until you ask
tobepassed ontoanother agent. So, | would say | feel like I'm pretty good at getting penalties waived for
justvarious reasons and kind of calling up agents and having a sincere conversationwiththem. And also, |
thinkin general, from atraveler's perspective, | will always file acomplaint if there shouldbe acomplaint
and get compensation for that. Thetip hereis always call, alwaysask to speak to someone, and ifit
doesn'twork withthatperson, | call back sometimes. Andagentscan vary in their personality and what
they'rewilling toaccommodateifyou need to change yourdates or something like that.

Or ask to speak to a supervisor or escalate or things like that. And certainly, | agree. | have
gotten many an upgradein hotels and other thingslike that.Ifthereis a customer service problem,when
you handleit professionally and say, hey, there was this problem, | understand thatthesethings
sometimes happen, butI'm aregular customer and would be really meaningful to meifyou could
compensate meforthat by some sort of complimentaryupgrade. Would really mean alotto meand
continuing mybusinessand being passionate aboutrecommending this hotelto other people. So, it's that
simple.

Aline Sara: And I don'teven know ifthat's atravelhack. | feel like that's just basic business.

It's alife hack, right? Yeah. It's like aregular thingin life and you just doit and you're polite
aboutitandyou're professional aboutit and they understandthatsomethingwent wrong and theyw antto
compensateyou for it and continueto haveyou as acustomer. And youjust have that professional, polite
exchange. And oftentimes you willbe amazed. Allright, Aline, whois one person that's currently alive
today thatyou've never met that you would mostloveto havedinnerwith.Justyouandthat personforan
evening of dinner and conversation?

Aline Sara: | think | would pick Ed Snowden.
That would be an amazing dinner.Wow. Good pick.

Aline Sara: I'mabigfan.
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Allright,knowingeverything that you knownow, if you could goback in time and give one
piece of adviceto your 18-year-oldself, what would you say to 18-year-old Aline?

Aline Sara: | wouldsay travel more. Traveleven morethanwhat you're travelingbefore life gets
complicated.

I lovethat. Allright, whatareyourtop threefavorite travel destinationsyou've ever been to,
you'd most recommend, other people shoulddefinitely check out.

Aline Sara: | think South Africawouldbe up there.I'mgoingto notbe humble here. | would say Lebanon.

Doit. I've been recommending Beirut toso many people on this podcast, so I'm glad tohear
that.

Aline Sara: And number three, let's go with Brazil.

That's amazing. Allright, last question. What are yourtopthree bucket list destinations?
These areplaces you've never been highest on the listyou'd mostloveto see.

Aline Sara: So, | would like to go to Vietnam. Stillhaven'tmadeit there. | would like to go to CostaRica. I've
also always wanted to go to Afghanistan.

Nice. Amazing. Awesome picks. Allright, Elaine, | want you tolet folksknowhowthey can
findyou, connect with you, followyouand NaTakallam on social media and let folks know once again if
they want to check out the offeringsfrom NaTakallam and consider either as an individual or as abusiness
to connect with and patronize some of yourservices. How should people comeinto your world and find
more aboutwhatyou'reup to?

Aline Sara: Yeah, so Nalakallam is on most social media. Facebook, Twitter, Instagram and LinkedIn.
We'renoton TikTok so you can find us there. And then | thinkth e best way to getin touch with me
personally, | would say LinkedlInis a safe bet. And then also for any general inquiries about NaTakallam,
about our services, aboutour discount, | would email info info@natakallam.com that's the best.

Amazing. We aregoing to link all ofthat up in the show notes so ifyou're listeningto thisjust
gotooneplace atthemaverickshow.com go to the shownotes forthis episode. You'regoingto find all the
social media handles, you're going to find that email address, you'regoing to find the URLand you're going
tofindthediscount codeto get your 10% off at NaTakallam.

Aline this was so amazing. | am such a big fan of what you're doing. Thank you so much for coming on The
Maverick Show.

Aline Sara: Thank youfor having me.
Good night, everybody.

Aline Sara: Take care.


https://natakallam.com/languages/
https://natakallam.com/languages/
https://natakallam.com/languages/
https://www.facebook.com/natakallam2015T
https://twitter.com/natakallam?fbclid=IwAR38GRAhp7itMlmVqKFBzYgzopLRCNZ3abZ2W9jUun-biLGvVSUN8fMvS8Q
https://www.instagram.com/natakallam/?fbclid=IwAR3cPou6Aql6NaRzDdhuwE4bd2tO8RYRRBkeJjxUmuj62KPmdrwpvIBgbG8
https://www.linkedin.com/company/natakallam/
https://www.linkedin.com/company/natakallam/
https://natakallam.com/languages/
mailto:info@natakallam.com
https://www.themaverickshow.com/podcast/166-empowering-displaced-persons-and-refugees-to-become-online-language-teachers-and-tell-their-stories-across-the-world-with-aline-sara/
https://www.themaverickshow.com/
https://www.themaverickshow.com/podcast/166-empowering-displaced-persons-and-refugees-to-become-online-language-teachers-and-tell-their-stories-across-the-world-with-aline-sara/
https://natakallam.com/languages/

