
I SPEAK

In 2009 veteran TV producer Fran Mires set up Al Youm for MBN’s Alhurra TV, the
live daily three-hour show for the Middle East that broadcasts simultaneously from
Dubai, Cairo, Beirut, Jerusalem and the US. It proved a big challenge, not least
because Mires did not speak any Arabic. In 2016, with Al Youm firmly established
among audiences in 22 Middle Eastern countries and having spawned a number of
successful spin-offs such as Street Pulse, Mires has turned the spotlight on female
empowerment in Arab society with her latest production Sit B’Mit Ragel. The
Channel spoke to Mires to find out more

TELEVISION



n the last nine years I’ve created a lot of
different programming for Alhurra. All original
formats – I have the privilege of getting asked
to make something from an idea, to put it on the
air and manage it.

My latest creation is a women’s show which
airs Saturdays in sixteen one-hour programmes

over two seasons. It’s called Sit B’Mit Ragel in Arabic,
which means ‘One woman is worth a hundred men’ –
a famous Egyptian saying which everybody in the
Middle East understands. Culturally Egyptian women
are known as strong women, which makes you
wonder: why then is there so much sexual harassment
going on in that society? Why is there still a very high
circumcision rate? Of course that has to do with
tradition in male societies and it gets very complex. 

So I came up with this reality show and this season
it features four women. It’s a business entrepreneurial
show about women who have broken through. One is
a carpenter – she’s working in a man’s world. Even
today people will say “Why are you taking a man’s
job? Get back to the kitchen where you belong.” Two of
the women own bakeries and they’re opening a whole
chain, and the fourth woman brought the Pink Taxi to
Cairo. Pink Taxi started in the GCC, but she brought it
to Cairo. The reason: because women are harassed,
often raped, so taxis driven by women provide
security.

You’ve got the format but seeing that in this society it
is not easy for a woman to come forward, how
challenging is it to find people who are prepared to
take part in this?
First of all they have to be business women and they
have to be a cross section which represents Egypt. As
you go through the process of finding suitable
candidates, some people say “What do you mean, you
have to talk about my life?” It’s very tough as in the
show you get a close look at the life of each woman
and their personal issues as they are building their
business. One is married, her husband doesn’t like her
working. One has a fertility issue. One has a bossy mum. 

To be honest, it’s been brutal, going through this
process of finding suitable women for the show. It’s
taken nearly seven months which is a long time. But,
having taken that time, as a producer I’m very happy
with the end result. 

When we looked for candidates for Sit B’Mit Ragel,
the story of each woman’s work is primary, but as a
seasoned producer you know that it will only make
exciting viewing if it is brought to you by someone
who can translate that primary story to television. So
many possible participants fell by the wayside, they
just could not talk. Reality TV is very hard to film and
my job is to produce exciting television that matters,
that people will watch. This show is about people
telling their own stories – I mix all four story strands in
every show – and things happen in real time.

My job is to make sure that I am telling each
woman’s story enough so that I don’t lose my
audience, that they can digest and understand where
it’s going. As I’m designing it with my staff, I have to
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know where I’m going. I don’t
speak Arabic but I speak television.
I have it translated for me. 

So weaving in their personal lives
is central to getting the feel of
what these women are like and
what inspired them to take on
these career choices that might in
their society be seen as curious?
Totally. For a lot of women, their
husbands or their fathers don’t
want them to talk about subjects
that are considered taboo. So the
women have to be willing to reveal
very personal issues. 

Take the baker, she’s married
and trying for a baby with IVF. In
society, you don’t talk about that
subject, it’s just not done. To discuss
it with her early on in the show was
part of the deal. Well, this is a
reality show, we don’t just want to
hear about your cookies. So now
she even wants to help other
women take on IVF understanding
that it’s not an open subject. And
the carpenter had to deal with
people saying: “You don’t belong.

It’s a man’s job. So give it up.” 

You started off in Egypt – could
this extend into other territories?
The mission for this programme
right now is Egypt. Egypt’s a big
country and we made a corporate
decision to start in Cairo. With a
population of 16 million, Cairo is
like a country itself. 

I’m casting already for season
two, looking for my second group.
Could I then expand it out?
Certainly. It’s a format that can
travel anywhere, because we’re
everywhere, women, right? We all
have the same problems.

How does your casting process
work? 
For this kind of show, we did a lot
of traditional journalistic research.
We looked at women’s magazines,
business magazines, online,
newspapers, six degrees of
separation and sent the staff to go
out to meetings where women
gather. So slowly potential
participants emerged. It’s the only

way you can search.

What’s been the audience
feedback so far?
Because Alhurra is US government
funded, we don’t have the
overnight ratings like you do with
commercial television. What we do
have is a lot of pick-up, including
in the mainstream media in Egypt,
press and online. The show only
premiered on 26 March and within
days it registered with fans and the
conversation’s going on. 

What about your budget?
We’re operating in the Middle East.
The Middle East is much less
expensive unless you’re talking
Dubai. And in this particular
network we are conservative. We
work in an unusual manner
because we can hijack some of the
hardware and equipment from
other shows in the network to cut 
costs. 

Is there anything similar to what
you are doing on competing

The cast of Sit
B’Mit Ragel -
carpenter Asma;
bakers  Nira and
Hiba; taxi owner
Reem
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domestic Egyptian channels?
I can tell you, there is nothing like
this ‘thinking woman’s’ reality
show. I did my research and came
up with absolutely nothing. 
I mean, there are reality shows.
There’s one going on in the
Lebanon right now. It’s called The
Three Sisters and it’s like Keeping up
with the Kardashians: Is your lipstick
red? Is yours pink? 

You are challenging perceptions,
so what’s been the reaction from
men in this male dominated
society? 
I would love to have a forum of the
35 to 65 age group and see what
they’re saying. My shows have
registered a lot more with the 18 to
34 age group which of course are

expect we’ll have a lot more data on
who watches. 

You seem passionate about this
programme and the concept. Talk
me through your passions when it
comes to both working in an
environment that’s not completely
familiar to you and working at
Alhurra. What makes you want to
get out of bed in the morning?
It’s making television that matters
that’s the driver. It always has been.
I’ve been doing it since grad school,
since 1987. I’ve done this in Spanish
– when I didn’t speak Spanish.
Now in Arabic. The driver is to
have the ability to say “Hey, I’m
going to do a great new show.”
We’ve been talking about my new
show Sit B’Mit Ragel but I already
have a signature show which is Al
Youm. Three hours live daily, five
days, it’s a monster. Alhurra hired
me in 2007 to set it up. If anybody
says to you, “Do you think you can
do it?” that’s a driver. “Is that a
challenge? Okay, let’s go.” 

Having a serious content show
like this, we cover issues that
matter and are very important and
I’ve got two million fans active on
Facebook. 

Do you see this as a social cause
more than making exciting telly?
I’m a journalist and TV producer
and I make television that matters
to me and to other women. I’ve
been travelling within that region
for almost a decade. I know what
goes on and what is airing out
there. I see this show making its
mark because it addresses so many
women’s issues while it entertains. 
That is not easy to do.

Are you putting clips on Facebook
as a tease for the main
programme? 
Yes. We are cross-platform. I drive
everybody to Facebook, so if you’re
seeing a promo on television,
automatically it’s driving you to the
branding site. There was one, then
there’s two, now it’s almost 100,000.
By my maths it will be 500,000 in so
many months. Everything drives to
social media because the
conversation does continue and
then we take clips. From our one-
hour show the social media

the Arab Spring generation, partly
because of the way I make the
content, American style, great
editorial content with great
entertainment value. 

Right now on Facebook it looks
like men and women are watching,
but I think in their homes it’s
different. Right now in their homes
there’s going to be comments about
what a bad woman she is, the
carpenter, to take the man’s job.
This is what goes on in these male
dominated societies. It’s the women
that are raped. It’s the women that
are kidnapped. It’s the women that
are enslaved. Whatever the war, it
ends up on the women’s plate. So
behind closed doors there’s a lot of
things that I would love to capture. 

After season two of the show I
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relevant and entertaining at the
same time. That’s my signature.

We’re seeing Netflix and Amazon
come in and pretend they’re TV
operations, commissioning TV
shows. Is there a danger that the
audience is going to be drawn
away and never come back to the
sort of programmes that you’re
passionate about?
I know that every CEO and
President in every network in the
world is shaking in their boots
about losing market share. I’m a
believer in the open market. There’s
room for Netflix. People want
quality and choice. It could be that
Netflix has a news channel one day
called Netflix News. We are in the
middle of change and change is
good.

What’s next on your slate of ideas?
What I would like to do next is to
have another reality style women’s
show that draws from all the
region, with a slightly different

format. I’d like to get into Saudi –
there’s a lot going on in Saudi and
it’s very important globally. Sudan
is another very interesting territory
for me. 

I’m a driven reality person. This
is where I swim. I love it. 

Language, as you can see, is not
a big deal for me. Arabic today and
Spanish the last 25 years, it doesn’t
matter. What matters is: What is the
mission? Give me time to do the job
and I will do it. And do it all the
way.

Thank you, Fran Mires. 

department who watches it every 
day will extract up to ten clips –
depends on the day – and those 
50 second clips go to YouTube.

Are you putting additional material 
onto social media to give a ‘behind 
the scenes’ look?
I’m about to upload behind the 
scenes material. Right now it’s all 
from the TV extractable so that the 
viewers, especially the young 
viewer, can digest it. For example, 
there was a fight between the 
sisters and that brought in 68,000 
YouTube views. When you click 
twice it takes you to the whole 
episode. As I go to season two 
there’s going to be more of this. 

How many people are working on 
your show?
I have a team of 14. That’s it. What 
we do is tight and efficient. The 
team used to do another show, so 
they’re seasoned, they’re trained. 
And they’re smart, they’re 
dedicated. They’re not freelancers.

How many people work on Al Youm? 
Al Youm is a different animal 
because it’s a huge show that’s 
generated in five countries, across 
two continents, five days a week, 
three hours a day. I have about 120 
people working on it. I’m the 
Executive Producer and there’s a 
team of 30 here with me in Virginia 
and then the other countries have 
teams of varying sizes as there are 
sets and anchors in all those 
countries. Dubai has the largest 
team, then Cairo, then Lebanon. 
The smallest team is in Jerusalem. 
Altogether, it requires a huge 
infrastructure. 

There is a continuing explosion in 
the number of satellite channels 
across the region. What makes 
Alhurra stand out from the pack? 
There’s a lot of money out there 
and people open up a network 
every day and they close one every 
day. 

We have a mission. Our mission 
is to give balanced journalistic 
information and get it out to 22 
countries – real facts, real news and 
programming.

All of my shows are news and 
information programming that are
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Pink taxi
owner Reem
Fawzi and some
of her drivers

Filming in the
carpentry shop
owned by Asma
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