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SYNOPSIS
THE FINAL YEAR gives a look at the inner workings of the Obama administration as they prepare to establish a legacy when leaving power after eight years. The film revolves around Obama's foreign policy team: Secretary of State John Kerry, UN Ambassador Samantha Power, Deputy National Security Adviser and presidential confidant Ben Rhodes, as well as National Security Adviser Susan Rice and President Obama himself. Over the course of 2016, they travel the world attempting to solidify and "lock-in" policies that they believe will define their legacy, promote diplomacy over large-scale military action, and fundamentally alter how the US government confronts questions of war and peace, as they prepare to hand over the machinery of American power to a new administration.
THE PRODUCTION

Filming began in late 2015 and wrapped at 3am on the morning of January 20th, hours before the inauguration.

Director Greg Barker and his documentary team filmed extensively throughout the year at the White House and State Department in Washington DC, the United Nations in New York City, and in 21 countries, following US officials on their international travel.  The film was shot on-the-fly, with minimal equipment, no lights, and the smallest possible crew at all times, which gave the team flexibility to be nimble and capture spontaneous moments.  Simultaneously, the editing team in LA reviewed and assembled nearly 1,000 hours of footage.

Countries filmed in:

Austria, Cameroon, Canada, Cape Verde, Chad, Cuba, Denmark, Germany, Georgia, Greece, Greenland, Japan, Laos, Mexico, Myanmar, Nigeria, Peru, Sri Lanka, Switzerland, United Kingdom, USA, Vietnam.

DIRECTOR’S STATEMENT

At 4am on the morning of Donald Trump’s inauguration, my team and I filmed UN Ambassador Samantha Power as she slowly removed her 7 year-old son’s artwork from the walls of her office overlooking 1st Avenue.  She filled a bankers box with all the drawings, and then carried it down into a waiting SUV for what would be her last official ride as US Ambassador to the United Nations.  

Earlier that day I filmed with Secretary John Kerry as he left the State Department for the final time, and with speechwriter and presidential confidant Ben Rhodes in the White House as he packed his own belongings, wistfully coming across his handwritten notes from a 2009 sit-down with Obama in the Oval Office to talk through what the President wanted to say in his upcoming speech in Cairo.  

This was the end of an era - everyone felt it - and, for me personally, the end of an epic 15-month film shoot that took me on a once-in-a-career journey inside the workings of our foreign policy machinery.  As Samantha Power drove away into the night, and I called a wrap on the entire production, I knew I had a unique opportunity to make a truly revealing film about the human dynamics and emotions at play inside the normally opaque world of US diplomacy.

This film is my sixth collaboration with my longtime producers John Battsek and Julie Goldman, and it was by far the most challenging — in terms of access, in terms of storytelling, and in terms of the sheer logistics involved when filming inside what’s known as “the POTUS bubble,” especially overseas.  Editorially, John, Julie and I always recognized that this film will be controversial — the very nature of its subject matter almost guarantees that - but my intention all along has been to make a film that goes beyond the politics of the moment, and helps foster a wider discussion about how America can and should relate to the wider world. 

We started with a simple idea.  Was it possible, I wondered, to make a fly-on-the-wall documentary about the last year of a presidency, in the spirit of the classic campaign film The War Room, only in reverse?  Senior officials inside the US national security apparatus are not used to having a documentary film crew hang around for months on end.  We all took a leap of faith and began filming, slowly at first to build trust and figure out the broad parameters of how and when we could be present with cameras.

It was only very late in the process that I realized what the film wanted to become.  This is a story about a small group of people who came together nearly a decade ago, rallying behind a man and his cause.  They set out to change the world, and against all expectations, found themselves in a position to affect that change.  The believed they could redefine American foreign policy, promote diplomacy over large-scale military action, and alter how we as a nation think about questions of war and peace.  They had their share of victories — the Iran deal, climate change, Cuba - and despite their own internal divisions over one of the toughest foreign policy questions of our age (Syria), at the outset of 2016 they believed they had largely succeeded, and that their legacy would define US foreign policy for decades to come. 

In retrospect, what our cameras captured was more than just high-ranking government officials at work, as fascinating and informative as that may be.  We captured a worldview, an attitude, an approach to international affairs that — we now know — was fleeting, unique to a particular moment. 

As anyone who has worked in government knows, behind the access, the crises of the moment, and the elusive but seductive sense of power, there is simply an enormous amount of hard, usually thankless work.   Witnessing that up close, and seeing how dedicated our public servants are, was truly humbling and inspiring — honestly the greatest privilege of my professional life. 

PRODUCTION TIMELINE

Production for THE FINAL YEAR began in late 2015 and continued to the early hours of the morning on January 20, 2017, the day of Trump's inauguration.  Director Greg Barker and his team filmed for 90 days in 21 countries.  Highlights included -
Sept. 2015.  

Filming begins, Presidential visit to the United Nations General Assembly.

Jan. 13-17, 2016.   
Vienna, Austria.  Secretary of State John Kerry, on Implementation Day for 

the Iran nuclear agreement.

Apr 17-24, 2016.   
UN Ambassador Samantha Power visits Cameroon, Chad and Nigeria.

May 15-18, 2016.  
 Secretary of State John Kerry attends Syrian peace negotiations in Vienna.

May 19-25, 2016.  
 Presidential trip to Vietnam.

May 26-28, 2016.   
Presidential trip to Hiroshima, POTUS speech at Peace Memorial

Jun 15-18, 2016.   
John Kerry visits Greenland to study climate change.

Jul 14-Jul 22, 2016.   
Ben Rhodes travels to Laos in advance of Presidential visit.

Sept 3-6, 2016.   
Barack Obama is the first US president to visit Laos.

Sept 18-24, 2016.   
United Nations General Assembly meetings, attended by President Obama, 

John Kerry, Samantha Power and Ben Rhodes.

Nov 08, 2016.   
Election night.

Nov 13-16, 2016.   
POTUS visits Athens as part of his final overseas trip.

Jan 19th and 20th.  
John Kerry, Ben Rhodes and Samantha Power pack up and leave their 

offices.  Filming wraps at 4am the morning of January 20th, hours before the inauguration.

PARTICIPANTS

JOHN KERRY, Secretary of State

John Kerry served as Secretary of State from February 2013 until the end of the Obama administration.  He previously was a Senator from Massachusetts and Chairman of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee.

Kerry first met Barack Obama in 2004, during Kerry’s own presidential campaign, and chose Obama as the keynote speaker for his nominating convention.

Kerry served in Vietnam as a Naval Officer.  Following his military service, Kerry became a prominent anti-war activist testified before the Senate Foreign Relations Committee in 1971.

SAMANTHA POWER, US Ambassador to the United Nations
Samantha Power served as US Ambassador to the United Nations from February 2013 until January 2017.  During President Obama’s first term, she worked in the White House as Special Assistant to the President and Senior Director for Multilateral Affairs and Human Rights at the National Security Council.

Samantha Power emigrated from Ireland at age 9, and became a US citizen in 1993.  After college, she was a journalist in Bosnia during wartime, and later wrote A Problem from Hell: America and the Age of Genocide, which won the Pulitzer Prize.

Power met then-Senator Barack Obama in 2005, and worked on his first presidential campaign as a foreign policy advisor.

BEN RHODES, Deputy National Security Advisor
Ben Rhodes served in the White House as Deputy National Security Advisor for Strategic Communications from 2009 until January 2017.   Rhodes joined the Obama presidential campaign in 2007, and later became one of the president’s closest aides.

Rhodes was a creative writing student at NYU when he witnessed the 9/11 attacks.  He moved to Washington and was hired by former Congressman Lee Hamilton, who co-chaired both the Iraq Study Group and the 9/11 Commission.  Rhodes helped draft the 9/11 Commission’s final report, which became a best-seller.

SUSAN RICE, National Security Advisor
Susan Rice served as National Security Advisor from 2013 until January 2017.  During President Obama’s first term, she was Ambassador to the United Nations.

In 2004, Rice was a foreign policy adviser to John Kerry during his presidential campaign, when Kerry chose Barack Obama as the keynote speaker at his convention.  In 2007, Rice was one of the first prominent foreign policy advisors to join Obama’s own presidential bid.

Rice had previously been a Senior Director at the National Security Council during President Bill Clinton’s first term, and was Assistant Secretary of State for African Affairs during Clinton’s second term.

FILMMAKERS

GREG BARKER, Director/Producer

Greg Barker looks for strong personal narratives that illuminate the complexities and moral ambiguities of global politics and war. For THE FINAL YEAR Barker secured unprecedented access to the White House and State Department, capturing the emotions and human dynamics behind American diplomacy at its highest levels. 

With his longstanding producing partners John Battsek and Julie Goldman, Barker’s films include HBO’s Manhunt, about the hunt for Osama bin Laden, (Prime Time Emmy®), Homegrown: The Counter-Terror Dilemma, Sergio (Sundance editing award), and Koran by Heart.  Barker previously worked as a journalist, making numerous films for PBS/Frontline, including the acclaimed Ghosts of Rwanda.

He grew up in California, lived in DC and London for a long time, and now lives in Santa Monica with his British wife and family.  He has a master’s in International Relations from the LSE, and is a Future of War Fellow at the New America Foundation.

JULIE GOLDMAN, Producer
Julie Goldman founded Motto Pictures in 2009. She is an Oscar nominated, Emmy Award and Peabody Award winning producer and executive producer of documentary feature films. Julie is producer of Life, Animated and executive producer of Weiner, both of which premiered at the 2016 Sundance Film Festival. Life, Animated won the U.S. Documentary Directing Award, was released by The Orchard and nominated for the 2017 Academy Award. Weiner won the U.S. Documentary Grand Jury Prize, was released by IFC Films & Showtime and shortlisted for the 2017 Academy Award.   In 2016 Julie also produced and executive produced features including:  The Music of Strangers, Indian Point, Solitary, Enlighten Us, Southwest of Salem and Chicken People. Previously, she executive produced Best of Enemies and several Emmy-nominated films: 3½ Minutes, The Kill Team, Art and Craft and 1971.  Julie produced Gideon’s Army, Manhunt, the Oscar shortlisted God Loves Uganda, The Great Invisible, Ai Weiwei: Never Sorry and Buck, which was Oscar shortlisted and one of 2011’s top five grossing documentaries.  Julie consulted on the Academy Award-winning The Cove and produced the Oscar shortlisted Sergio.  Julie is on the Board of the Producers Guild of America (PGA) and a member of Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences (AMPAS).

JOHN BATTSEK, Producer / MD Passion Pictures
John Battsek runs Passion Pictures, a double Academy Award winning (four times Academy Award nominated) independent production company and one of the most successful and prolific producers of feature documentary films in the international marketplace.

 

In 1999, Battsek conceived and produced Academy Award-winning ONE DAY IN SEPTEMBER and he has since been responsible for over thirty high profile feature documentaries.

 

These include: Academy Award nominated RESTREPO; Academy shortlisted THE TILLMAN STORY (Winner Best Historical Doc Emmy 2012); Prime Time Emmy winning MANHUNT; BAFTA Outstanding Debut Winner THE IMPOSTER, and Academy Award and BAFTA winning SEARCHING FOR SUGAR MAN. 

 

In 2016 Battsek produced Peabody-winning and 2016 BAFTA nominated LISTEN TO ME MARLON (Shortlisted: Academy Award 2016, Winner: IDA Creative Recognition for Best Writing 2015, Nominated: Primetime Emmy, Exceptional Merit in nonfiction Filmmaking 2016), and the 2016 Academy Award Nominated WINTER ON FIRE (Nominated: Primetime Emmy, Exceptional Merit in Documentary Filmmaking)

 

More recently, Battsek produced Netflix Original three-part docu-series titled FIVE CAME BACK, the story of five legendary Hollywood filmmakers who enlisted in the armed forces to document WWII and shows how Hollywood impacted the war, and vice versa - as told by five acclaimed contemporary directors: Steven Spielberg, Guillermo del Toro, Lawrence Kasdan, Francis Ford Coppola and Paul Greengrass. Also in 2017, HILLSBOROUGH – the definitive account of Britain’s worst sporting disaster - was awarded a BAFTA for Best single Documentary.

 

Two new films premiered earlier this month at TIFF 207; ERIC CLAPTON: LIFE IN 12 BARS – an intimate, revealing musical odyssey on the life and career of the guitar virtuoso - and THE FINAL YEAR, which gives an unprecedented look at the shaping of US foreign policy by following key members of outgoing US President Barack Obama’s administration.  

 

Battsek is currently in production and post-production on a wide a variety of feature documentaries, including films about John Belushi, Vivienne Westwood, Judy Garland, Oliver Sacks and Studio 54. 

 

Battsek has been nominated three times for a PGA Award and was the recipient of 2013 prestigious Grierson Trustees Award for Outstanding Contribution to Documentary.
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