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Marco is American, living in 
Monaco. Bilal is Lebanese, living in 
London. Together, these two global 
citizens are investigating the reality 
and the rhetoric behind the US 
State Department’s Travel 
Warnings (the NO-GO‘s list)  by 
making plans for dinner and 
discovery in countries on the front 
lines of international, religious and 
cultural conflict.

Official United States Travel Warnings are issued when “protracted conditions that make a 
country dangerous or unstable lead the State Department to recommend that Americans 
avoid or consider the risk of travel to that country. A Travel Warning is also issued when the 
U.S. Government's ability to assist American citizens is constrained due to the closure of an 
embassy or consulate or because of a drawdown of its staff. The countries listed below meet 
those criteria.

Marco Orsini, an independent American filmmaker living in Monaco, and Bilal Mekkaoui, a 
Lebanese investment banker living in London, are planning trips to what are commonly 
known as “No-Go” countries.

Though neither treats lightly the dangers of political instability, crime or contagion, both have 
suspicions about the political calculations behind the designation and concerns about its 
consequence for residents, visitors and international relations.

Dinner in the No-Go’s documents a series of visits to countries on the list that Marco, an 
American, is discouraged from entering, followed by a series of visits to destinations where 
Bilal, an observant Muslim from Lebanon, might hesitate to travel. Dinner in the No-Go’s is 
public diplomacy conducted on a personal level with both men prepared to engage their 
in-country hosts and acquaintances on the issues that earn inclusion on the list. Religion, 
politics, economics, cultural traditions, public perception, local prejudice and comfort food are 
all “on the table” for discussion.

 Afghanistan 03/08/2011 Bahrain 2/18/2011 Yemen 03/06/2011 Cote d'Ivoire 03/02/2011 Mali 03/02/2011 Eritrea 
02/27/2011 Libya 02/25/2011 Egypt 02/18/2011 Pakistan 02/02/2011 Haiti 01/20/2011 Central African Republic 
01/14/2011 Niger 01/12/2011 Nepal 01/12/2011 Sudan 01/07/2011 Kenya 12/28/2010 Somalia 12/27/2010 Saudi 
Arabia 12/23/2010 Mauritania 12/08/2010 Chad 12/08/2010 Guinea 12/03/2010 Congo, Democratic Republic of the 
11/25/2010 Colombia 11/10/2010 Iraq 11/05/2010 Burundi 11/04/2010 Philippines 11/02/2010 Nigeria 10/19/2010 
Lebanon 10/08/2010 Iran 10/08/2010 Mexico 09/10/2010 Korea, Democratic People's Republic of 08/27/2010 Israel, 
the West Bank and Gaza 08/10/2010 Uzbekistan 07/22/2010 Algeria 04/02/2010 



TRAVEL PLANS
Join Marco Orsini, director and host of “The Reluctant Traveler,” 
(www.thereluctantanttraveler.com) and Bilal Mekkaoui as they visit countries the U.S. State 
Department considers dangerous, unstable and unsuited for non-essential travel.

In 2011, a series of popular protests against entrenched regimes substantially reconfigured 
the political landscape of the Middle-East and North Africa. For Americans, the Jasmine 
Revolution(s) refreshed the map of the world, spotlighting places we might want to visit and 
introducing people we might like to meet. 

But the State Department’s Travel Warnings page, popularly known as the “No-Go” list, 
offers a word of caution to tourists before they pack their bags. The nations so categorized 
are considered dangerous, unstable or risky enough to merit official discouragement. From 
Mexico and Haiti, in America’s backyard, to such distant, closed and/or failed states as North 
Korea and Somalia, the No-Go list is regrettably long and depressingly predictable. The 
threat of terrorism continues to be a major factor in the designation, but natural disasters, 
rampant crime, official corruption and violent civil insurrection constitute other qualifying 
concerns.

The No-Go list is not prohibition, but prudent advice to vacationers and sightseers about 
risks, dangers and inconveniences. For an intrepid traveler, however, the list acts like a 
soliciation for adventure and discovery you can’t get from a book or a broadcast. Dinner in 
the No-Go’s does not dispute the risks or the inconveniences, but it does examine the 
perception and the probabilities behind them. 
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THE ITINERARY
Over the next 6 months, Marco and Bilal visit, share meals and exchange opinions 
with residents in predominantly Muslim countries on the State Department’s Travel 
Warning list. Two dinners in Beirut, followed by one in a Palestinian Refuge Camp 
near the border with Israel, and an evening in the Middle-East’s most stable 
monarchy, Jordan, comprise part one of the fact-finding tour. Next, Marco pays a 
visit to Israel for a lively and contentious evening in Tel Aviv. Bilal doesn’t attend 
since although he’s free to enter Israel – with which Lebanon is still officially at war – 
its stamp on his passport would be considered an act of treason back home.  

TURNAROUND IS FAIR PLAY
After visiting No-Go’s in the Middle East, it’s time for Bilal to experience a 
de-facto No-Go country for Lebanese Muslims:  the United States! Marco takes 
Bilal to dinner in the Atlanta suburb of Decatur where they compare the 
(mis)perceptions and fears Americans and Westerners have about Muslims to the 
fears and (mis)perceptions that Muslims have about Americans and Westerners.  

The US STATE DEPARTMENT
Before starting their travels, Marco meets with a representatives of the U.S. State 
Department to discuss the genesis of the “No-Go’s” warning, criteria for listing and 
justifications for its continuation. Armed with the “official” reasons for the list, Marco 
and Bilal set forth to assess its practical application, consider its consequences, and 
examine the social and economic repercussions to NO-GO nations.



YOUR GUIDES
Marco Orsini resides in the Principality of Monaco, well-removed from revolutions in 
the Middle East as well as the Middle West! Born to Puerto-Rican parents in San Juan, 
Marco was raised on a succession of US military bases in the Far East and Europe 
before attending high school in the American South at the height of desegregation. An 
appetite for adventure and exploration has characterized his life, his career and his 
travel choices.

Indeed his latest film, “The Reluctant Traveler,” documents an ambitious and exhaus-
tive cultural expedition across the northern half of Ethiopia. Lately, Marco has been 
measuring the distance from home against the presumptions and pre-occupations of 
the American news media, which have never seemed more parochial.

Bilal, a Muslim raised in Lebanon during the civil war, completed his education in 
London where he currently works as an investment banker. He’s spent his life strad-
dling cultural, religious and economic fault lines. Despite privilege and opportunity, 
Bilal is continually obliged to explain his identity and define his position as a resident of 
two civilizations.

In each of their homelands, both have seen ignorance and fear exploited for political 
advantage, unchecked (and sometimes encouraged) by media entities focused on 
entertaining rather than enlightening viewers. Marco and Bilal’s own experience of 
places and peoples has made them wary of simple stories and convenient stereotypes 
and worried about the collision of contemporary economic uncertainty with historical 
hostility.   

When Bilal learned of Marco’s travel plans and documentary film, he eagerly sought to 
join the adventure. Inagurating the project at home, Marco hosts a lively dinner party at 
his villa in Monte-Carlo. The guests are multi-cultural, multilingual sophisticates – 
Christian and Jewish by birth – yet most think Marco is “mad” to be planning trips to 
the volatile countries on his itinerary. While most applaud his objectives, the Monaco 
invitees are concerned about his personal safety.

In Central London, Bilal hosts a dinner party with an affluent, sophisticated and inter-
national guest list. The conversation, in a mix of English and Arabic, focuses on how 
and why Western and Islamic civilizations misunderstand each other. Attendees voice 
little concern for Bilal’s safety, since all are intimately acquainted with the places he’s 
visiting and know there’s no undue for alarm.



OBJECTIVES
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In a global media system that privileges shock, spectacle and violence, extreme 
ideas and acts (whether religious, political, economic or cultural) draw attention and 
skew the perception of risk and reality. Within the US, where local and national news 
crowd out international coverage and analysis, the average citizen is typically 
ignorant of – when not indifferent to – the culture, history, economics and geography 
of other nations.  It’s a sad state of affairs that most Americans are ill-equipped to 
assess the accuracy of claims made about such subjects by reporters, pundits and 
political leaders.

With Dinner In the No-Go’s, we attempted to put a human face on places we’ve 
been advised not to visit.  We sought friendly social interaction with engaged, 
modern residents of countries that may only be familiar to US audiences by 
reference to recent wars or civil strife. The dinner table was the ideal venue, since it’s 
more than just an opportunity for informal conversation: it’s a symbol of civilized 
exchange, a metaphor of sharing and a ritual with universal familiarity. 

We wanted to hear stories and personal experiences; we wanted to ask the 
questions that can and often do result in dispute and disagreement. We 
believe--perhaps naively-- that compromise and reconciliation can emerge from 
bitterness and enmity, especially when ignorance and fear are exposed and 
extracted. With “Dinner in the No-Go’s,” we hope to promote peace and 
understanding as we break bread together, seasoning good food and open 
conversation with humor, irony and a dash of controversy. 


