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Documentary exposure
Dordt-produced video picked up by Discovery Channel

JOHN VAN DYK

A documentary on urban
slums put together by a team
from Dordt College won a number
of significant awards in 2012. The
video production called The Fourth
World was recently shown to a select
audience at the old Fox Theatre in
downtown Toronto.

The documentary’s producer, Mark
Volkers, is a Dordt College instruc-
tor in media. He served as a mission-
ary for seven years in Africa and as
photo journalist and videographer
for Christian Reformed World Mis-
sions and other organizations prior
to his posting at Dordt.

The video documentary came about
with the aid of Dordt students and
with the help of grants and fund-
raisers, along with “some pro bono
work for other non-profits working
among the poor in the cities we shot
in,” Volkers told Christain Renewal.
The video exposes three significant
pockets of poverty — slums — in Ke-
nya, in Guatemala and in the Philip-

- pines.

With the aid of missionaries, aid
workers and church connections,
Volkers and his students, from 15-
20, travelled to these countries,
shooting hours and hours of footage,

including upclose interviews with
some of those living at the bottom of
the social structure. The point was
to share their stories and life situa-
tions, not to exploit, but to generate
awareness of the reality of what life
is like for an estimated one billion of
our fellow citizens.

Volkers as narrator highlights the
massive migration of people from
rural living to urban centers and the
rising tide of slum living that has fol-
lowed in its wake.

While some of us may have seen
it up close and first-hand on short
term service projects in places such
as Haiti, the Dominican Republic
or in Africa, most North Americans
know little about what life is like —
to live without running water, let
alone clean water, a dirt floor un-
der our feet, no electricity, proper
privacy walls and a dry roof, and
with almost no chance of bettering
oneself. Volkers and his team bring
their cameras inside the slums and
under the tin roofed, stick and mud
huts leaning one upon another, with
population densities astronomical in
number.

The video chronicles three slums
and what the squatters in those
slums face on a daily basis, the dan-
gers to girls and women of rape and
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exploitation; of gang violence, drug
and alcohol abuse; of having to
scrape together a subsistence level of
existence day after day with no sign
of bettering oneself — of just surviv-
ing with the minimum — incomes
that work out to as low as 7 cents an
hour or no more than $2 per day.

The Fourth World depicts families
whose sole occupation is to rum-
mage through garbage heaps to find
something of value that can be sold
for money. There is a young woman
disabled in gang violence who lives
her days in a wheel chair, pushed
to the streets to beg for her and her
familys daily bread. There are the
under-the-overpass bridge dwellers
whose bamboo huts are crammed
below a major highway bridge and
just above a river, as cars and trucks
trundle by, continuously shaking the
jam-packed shelters.

After the viewing in Toronto, Volk-
ers told his audience that the video
was intentionally made with no “call
to action.” The intent was to provoke
discussion, to start a conversation,
hoping that “someone smarter than
us filmmakers” might offer solutions.

“We wanted to make a film not just
for the tribe (the Christian commu-
nity), but a film for the world,” Volk-
ers explained. The awards received
thus far prove the strategy to be a
good one.

Among those distributing the vid-
eo, Al Jazeera Worldwide purchased

the rights to it for screening across
the Middle East,” said Volkers. Its
been translated into German, Irish,
Turkish and a few other languages.
Its on iTunes, Amazon, Google Play,
Hulu, TubiTV, and we’ve sold quite
a few DVDs. Colleges and universi-
ties around the world have puchased
educational licenses for screenings at
their institutions.”

“ While he didnt know how many
DVDs have been sold, Volkers did
announce more good distribution
news. “I'm very excited to say that
today, Discovery Channel confirmed
that they do want to purchase rights
for a still unknown number of coun-
tries. Wev'e been in discussions for
a few months and things are finally
happening,” he said.

As well, a company that supplies
films to airlines and hotels is looking
into considering it as part of their
line-up. So things literally continue
to look up.

For his next project, the Dordt me-
dia instructor hopes to tackle a sub-
ject that has been largely ignored by
the mainstream news media.

“Lord willing, our next film is on
the persecuted church,” he told CR.
“Christians are the most persecuted
religious group in the world, easily.
Yet very few of us in the west know
much about this.”

Yet Volkers is all too aware of the
need to be strategic for optimum ex-
posure.

“The challenge will be to create a
story on this topic that Discovery
Channel or PBS would want to pur-
chase and air. If we make a ‘Chris-
tian film’ in the traditional sense,” he
said, “it won't work.”

For Volkers, the joy has been both in
tellling the stories, but also in work-
ing with his students in the digital
media class. “It was a joy to see them
come to some realization about their
own lives, and the realization that
the difference between us and many
of those living in the Fourth World,
is our birth certificates.” ¢
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