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ABOUT THE ARAB AMERICAN INSTITUTE FOUNDATION
 

The Arab American Institute Foundation is a national civil rights advocacy organization that provides
strategic analysis to policy makers and community members to strengthen democracy, protect civil
rights and liberties, and defend human rights. AAIF organizes the 3.7 million Arab Americans across
the country to ensure an informed, organized, and effective constituency is represented in all
aspects of civic life.

For more information visit www.aaiusa.org.
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Looking back at 2020 . . . Let’s be honest, no one wants to look back at last year. However, the
difficult truth is we must never forget what occurred last year, the continued challenges
communities face from its impact, or how we came together to support one another and those in
need. 

The AAI team began 2020 with genuine excitement and planning for both the decennial census
and the presidential election. Fate had other plans, but we were undeterred and remained
focused on strengthening our democracy, protecting the civil rights and civil liberties of all, and
standing for human rights.

In a difficult time that saw our nation battling a global pandemic and coming to terms with a
long-overdue racial reckoning, AAI was able to continue our mission of empowering Arab
Americans while leading efforts for a fair and accurate Census count, combating hate crime,
protecting voting rights, and opposing efforts limiting speech in support of Palestinian human
rights. 

Because of our research into countering hate crimes, we continue to lead on the Jabara-Heyer
NO HATE Act, a bipartisan effort to address the gaps in hate crime reporting introduced in the
U.S. House and Senate. Our #YallaVote voter education campaign registered new voters, ran an
English/Arabic election protection hotline, and placed bilingual volunteers at polling places. Our
YallaVote Tracking Poll told us where Arab American voters stood on a range of issues, including
identifying race relations as their top concern, with nearly two-thirds holding critical views of
policing practices. Our Yalla, Count Me In! campaign joined with more than 200 local partners to
provide resources in English and Arabic to community groups while operating a hotline to
answer questions about the 2020 Census. AAI also worked with civil liberties coalitions to
monitor, inoculate against, and report disinformation regarding the Census and 2020 elections.

With our supporters, allies, and partners alongside us, we finished 2020 strong while standing
for the civil rights of our community and the rights of all Americans.

On behalf of everyone at AAI, thank you for joining us in this most worthy work. For those of you
who may be new to our team, we invite you to join us in the fight.

In solidarity,
Maya Berry 
Executive Director

A MESSAGE FROM OUR 
EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR
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BY THE NUMBERSFROM THE DESK OF JIM ZOGBY

The Tumultuous Decade

In May, Arab American Institute President Dr. Jim
Zogby released his book, The Tumultuous Decade:
Arab Public Opinion and the Upheavals of 2010-2019.
It is a compilation of the past ten years of Dr.
Zogby's opinion polling in the Middle East, Iran, and
Turkey. 

As he began his virtual book tour at NYU
Washington, Le Moyne College, and World Affairs
Council in Iowa, he stated, "I am reminded about
how much American audiences continue to seek
out information and credible analysis of the region.
It is a gap we will continue to work harder to fill."

Washington Watch + Coffee & a Column

2020 saw the expansion of Dr. Zogby's column
Washington Watch. Published weekly since the
1990s in more than twelve countries, this
column has been a source of analysis and
commentary on current events in the United
States and Arab world.

In April, AAI launched Coffee & a Column with Jim,
a weekly conversation hosted on Zoom where
Dr. Zogby discusses his column and takes
questions from attendees. Coffee & a Column with
Jim occurs every Wednesday at 2PM Eastern and
is moderated by AAI Executive Director Maya
Berry.

32020 Impact Report



Community members
participated in direct, in-
person organizing before
the outbreak of the
global COVID-19
pandemic. 

 
In person organizing
included hosting voter
registration drives on
college campuses,
tabling outside of Arabic
grocery stores to discuss
the 2020 Census, and
more.
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BY THE NUMBERS

125,000+
Arab Americans contacted through traditional organizing

4.09 Million
Online engagements via targeted digital organizing

1.4 Million
PSA and inoculation messaging views

3.7 Million
Arab Americans in the United States
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POWER BUILDING

The Arab American Institute believes that the
American ideal of an inclusive, democratic society
can only be realized when all communities are
empowered to engage fully in civic life. For Arab
Americans, that includes fighting what AAI founders
called "the politics of exclusion." 

For thirty-five years, AAI has worked to ensure Arab
Americans are seen and heard.

2020 Census

In 2020, our Census work took on added importance
as we not only advanced our three decades of work
to ensure every Arab American is counted, but also
worked to combat disinformation surrounding the
Census and efforts to politicize it. 

With the failure to add the MENA category to the
2020 Census, we witnessed the disregard of years of
advocacy, research, and a demonstrated need. With
researched and tested messaging, AAIF launched
Yalla, Count Me In! as our 2020 get out the count
campaign. YallaCountMeIn.org served as an online
resource hub for our more than two-hundred
partner organizations. All Yalla, Count Me In! materials
were bilingual, countered disinformation, addressed
surveillance and privacy concerns, and provided
information on how to properly document Arab
ancestry on the Census form. 

Our comprehensive get out the count campaign
included a bilingual census hotline, 844-3DDOUNI
(844-333-6864) that took questions on a range of
issues, from how to fill out the race and ethnicity
question to how to correct an already submitted
Census form. 

Yalla, Count Me In! partners engaged in the National
Census Day of Action and a full week of educational
programming during the Arab American Census
Week of Action. AAI staff regularly provided updates
to key counties with Arab American populations on
the self-response rate, and utilized traditional, digital,
and relational organizing to help spread the word
about the importance of the Census.

Census related public service announcements and
educational content received more than 225,000
views on YouTube alone. With the seemingly ever-
changing self-response end date, AAI provided up-to-
date information to community members and
partners, including a final countdown to the last day
to complete the Census form. 

After October, AAI's Census work shifted to data
quality control. Looking ahead, AAI continues to work
to protect the privacy of data without compromising
accuracy, as well as engage on apportionment and
redistricting in furtherance of our democracy.



Yalla Vote 2020

Yalla Vote, which translates to “let’s go, vote,” is an
established national voter mobilization program
active in local communities for more than two
decades. With an early focus on registering Arab
Americans, Yalla Vote has grown in to the premier
Arab American civic engagement program.

Today, Yalla Vote goes beyond traditional get out the
vote efforts and instead utilizes an integrated voter
engagement strategy to organize and engage voters
year-round. A vehicle for democracy building, our
2020 Yalla Vote work included extensive work to
combat election related disinformation and voter
suppression efforts. 

Our bilingual election protection hotline, 844-Yalla-
US, took calls throughout the primary season and
general election ranging from questions about mail
in voting, polling locations, and more. 

This year Yalla Vote was proud to partner with
organizations and initiatives including Common
Cause, Lawyers' Committee for Civil Rights Under
Law, National Voter Registration Day, When We All
Vote, and #CheckYourReg. A "Premier Partner" of
National Voter Registration Day, AAI and our fifty
Yalla Vote partner organizations joined some of our
nation's oldest and largest voting rights advocates
and more than four-thousand partners in registering
a record breaking 1.5 million voters on a single day.

With the outbreak of COVID-19, states took
measures to ensure voters were able to safely cast
their ballots. This included mail-in-voting, and
extended early voting days. Regrettably many of
these changes were met with aggressive
disinformation campaigns in an attempt to suppress
turnout. AAI responded by running bilingual
inoculation messaging in Arab American ethnic
media outlets and on social media. 

Inoculation ads were accompanied by know your
rights fact sheets. AAI also recruited Arab
Americans to serve as poll workers on Election
Day and conducted our Yalla Vote Tracking Poll
in the lead up to the election. 

As fears of potential violence at the polls began
to grow around November 3, AAI hosted a
community call with national security and
emergency preparedness expert Juliette Kayyem.
This conversation included steps that community
members could take to ensure their
municipalities were prepared for potential
violence, and what they should do in the event
they are confronted with armed protestors on
Election Day.

Regrettably, voter suppression efforts continued
on Election Day with a campaign targeting Arab
American voters in Dearborn, Michigan. Voters
received a text message with a false note about
a sensory error with voting machines. Michigan’s
Secretary of State was quick with her response
and community connections were made to
immediately counter the messaging. From the
evening of election night until the winner was
declared, AAI participated in countering
disinformation including allegations questioning
the legitimacy of the election. 

Supporting campaigns to #CountEveryVote, AAI
worked to ensure Arab Americans remained
informed and engaged.

Wayne County Michigan, home to large
populations of Black Americans and Arab
Americans was again targeted with a campaign
to undermine the will of the people. An effort
was made to demand electors not certify the
ballot count, effectively disenfranchising voters.  
 AAI mobilized quickly, published an OpEd and
advertisements in Arab American ethnic media 
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that outlined the process and countered the
harmful messaging. Over the course of the 2020
election cycle, AAI trained more than thirty social
media disinformation monitors, fifteen of whom
worked throughout Election Day to flag
disinformation in real time. 

Despite the challenging circumstances from
unprecedented attacks on our democracy and a
global pandemic, Yalla Vote staff in the national
office and in Michigan, Ohio, and Florida ran one of
Yalla Vote's most robust field operations in the last
decade.

Community Engagement During COVID-19

With the outbreak of COVID-19 came many changes
as we all adjusted to the new normal of stay-at-
home orders and social distancing. AAI worked to
ensure Arab Americans remained engaged during a
critical time for community power building—a
decennial census and a presidential election cycle.

AAI hosted a community call with prominent leaders
in the Arab American community to discuss staying
engaged while staying home. This included utilizing
relational organizing techniques and relying more
heavily on digital organizing as opposed to in
person, direct outreach. These techniques were
successful, reaching more than  four million
Americans with inoculation messaging, public service
announcements, and educational content.
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There are a lot of Arabic-speakers at
this polling location, but no Arabic
translators.

Yalla Vote Hotline Caller
Dearborn, Michigan
11/3/20

My landlord helped me fill out my
Census form, but didn't write in that
I am Arab American. Can I fix it?

Yalla, Count Me In!
Hotline Caller 

AAI's robust field
program in 2020 ensured
callers to our hotlines
received real time
information—from
mobilizing Arabic
translators to a polling
place, to texting a caller
the exact address of their
polling location, and
taking a Census Hotline
caller through the
process of correcting
their Census form—our
volunteers and staff
helped individuals from
around the country. 
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CAPACITY
BUILDING

At the heart of AAI's mission to empower Arab
Americans is a commitment to leadership development
and capacity building. In 2020, AAI had two key
programs to build capacity for Arab American
professionals and elected officials. 

National Arab American Bar Association

AAI launched the National Arab American Bar
Association (NAABA) in March of 2020. The only national
bar association geared towards organizing Arab
Americans lawyers and law students quickly grew with
attorneys in all stages of their career joining and
engaging in sponsored Continuing Legal Education
courses on issues that impact Arab Americans. 

This project supports the professional development of
Arab American attorneys, and created a space to
connect with each other, provide mentorship
opportunities, and engage with Arab American law
students interested in pursuing various career paths.

We are proud NAABA has all of the Arab American
lawyers serving as members of Congress as honorary
members.

Experiential Learning for Elected Officials

The Arab American Institute, with support from the
Middle East Partnership Initiative, launched its inaugural
cohort of Arab American elected officials to participate
in a peer-to-peer learning program in Tunisia in 2019.

Each American peer was partnered with a local
elected municipal official from Tunisia. Over the
course of the year, they developed programs to
support public-private partnerships, decentralization,
and democratic processes. 

In 2020, AAI secured additional funding from the State
Department's Middle East Partnership Initiative to
support the municipal projects in Tunisia, and
continues to work with the American and Tunisian
peers to ensure successful implementation of
projects.
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PROTECTING THE
RIGHTS OF ALL

AAI's core policy work falls in three buckets:
strengthening democracy, protecting the civil rights
and civil liberties of all, and standing for human
rights. Despite being in the midst of a decennial
census, general election, and global pandemic—the
policy work did not slow down.

Strengthening Democracy

Ensuring a Fair and Accurate Count. AAI fought for
a fair and accurate count for the 2020 Census.
Despite the Trump Administration's decision to not
include a MENA ethnic category on the 2020 Census
form, AAI's advocacy on the issue continues. Arab
Americans are a hard to count community, and not
having an accurate ethnic category to capture an
entire community's ancestry leads to a significant
undercount, meaning Arab Americans are at risk of
not receiving the full benefits and support provided
by their government—from social services to schools
and hospitals, to political representation. 

Voting Rights. The passing of Congressman John
Lewis left a gaping hole in the heart of the fight for
voting rights. Motivated by his life's work, AAI
continues to push for expanded access to the ballot,
including automatic voter registration, vote-by-mail,
extended early voting periods, and more.  

With the introduction of comprehensive
democracy reform legislation like H.R. 1, we will
continue to push forward in the memory of those
who gave their lives for the right to vote. 

Combatting Democracy-Related Disinformation.
Our democracy faced unprecedented challenges
over the course of the last several years. From
undermining our system of checks and balances,
to sowing chaos and spreading disinformation,
there is no doubt our democracy took a hit. 

AAI worked to hold social media platforms
accountable for policies that allowed
disinformation to remain posted, including content
from elected officials. We worked in coalition with
organizations like Common Cause to flag
disinformation for removal from platforms, and
amplify inoculation messaging. 

We know democracy-related disinformation will
continue to run rampant on social media platforms
until they are finally held to account for the harms
of not moderating  democracy-related
disinformation. AAI incorporated active social
media monitoring into our year-round Yalla Vote
programming, and will continue to do our part in
holding big tech accountable.



attention to the continued increase in violent hate
crime offenses, including deadly offenses, and the
gaps that remain in federal hate crime data. 2019
was the deadliest year on record for hate crimes—
for the second year in a row, and the sixth
consecutive year of increased violent offenses.
Despite these alarming statistics, hate crimes
remain significantly underreported.

That is why AAI supported the Khalid Jabara and
Heather Heyer NO HATE Act. Legislation drafted in
response to AAI's discovery that the high profile
hate crime murders of Khalid Jabara and Heather
Heyer were both excluded from hate crime date.  

Fair Immigration. A key immigration bill AAI
supported in 2020 was the No Ban Act. The
legislation did not just end the discriminatory Muslim
and Refugee Ban, but prevents such measures from
being enacted in the future.

As a community disproportionately impacted by
specific immigration policies, AAI continues to seek a
more equitable and humane approach to refugee
resettlement policies, asylum systems, temporary
protected status, naturalization and visa issuances,
and the problem of denaturalization.  

Protecting Civil Rights and Civil Liberties

Meaningful Police Reform. The summer of 2020 was
yet another painful reminder of the systemic racism
in our institutions.  With the devastating murders of
Ahmaud Arbery, George Floyd, and Breonna Taylor at
the forefront of the news, Americans took to the
streets in record numbers to declare that Black lives
matter. 

This moment in our history required  both reflection
and action. As we hosted community calls to discuss
how to tackle anti-Black racism, we joined the calls for
meaningful police reform, and issued an action alert
for five things Arab Americans could to do support
the Black community. 

As the summer slowly became the past and media
outlets quickly returned to other sources of breaking
news—we committed to redoubling our efforts to
fight racial injustice, and were proud to partner with
the National Action Network for the March on
Washington. AAI Executive Director Maya Berry spoke
from the Lincoln Memorial to the thousands that
gathered, and Arab Americans proudly joined the
march for racial justice. 

Combatting Hate Crimes. The FBI's 2019 hate crime
data was released in November 2020. Just days after
the Presidential Election, AAI brought 
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This bipartisan, bicameral legislation would provide
incentives to police departments to improve the
response to hate crime, including providing training
and support for the implementation of NIBRS—an
updated data collection system that would improve
data on bias-motivated crimes.

The Jabara-Heyer NO HATE Act passed the U.S.
House of Representatives in May 2020 as part of the
COVID relief package. Despite not advancing in the
Senate, this was a significant step, and provides a
meaningful launch for its reintroduction in the
117th Congress.

Standing for Human Rights. 

As the late diplomat Clovis Maksoud once said,
"Palestine is the anvil of our souls." While Arab
Americans are not a single issue constituency, the
fight for Palestinian human rights has been at the
heart of Arab American political organizing for
decades and continued to be the case in 2020.

Facing new challenges from the Trump
Administration, the possibility of realizing the full
recognition of Palestinian human rights grew further
away. Yet despite the damage done by 
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years of policies lacking a vision of justice and
security for both Palestinians and Israelis, advocates
for human rights continue undeterred.

AAI launched the #PalestineIs project as a vehicle to
advocate for Palestinian human rights. This project
provided a space for amplifying the humanity of
Palestinians, as well as critical policy conversations.
Indeed from publishing a viral video debunking the
myth of the "Deal of the Century" to hosting policy
conversations during the Democratic National
Convention, #PalestineIs provided a much needed
space for dialogue rooted in justice.

Dr. Zogby spoke to the United Nations Palestinian
Rights Committee on "The Question of Palestine:
Threats of Annexation and the Prospects of Peace,"
on June 4 with Palestinian leader Hanan Ashrawi
and former Israeli Cabinet Member Yossi Bellin.

State party conventions saw the introduction of
platform language on Palestinian human rights in
countless local communities. Legislation was also
introduced, debated, and/or passed in Iowa,
California, Arizona, Nevada, Texas, and Virginia.



2020 
BY THE NUMBERS

Arab American Heritage Month

April is Arab American Heritage Month but this
year as the COVID pandemic raged and the
necessary restrictions went into place, we turned
from a time of celebration to a time of honoring
our community and its culture of service. Through
blogs, emails, and social media posts, we lifted the
voices of Arab Americans serving on the front lines
of the COVID crisis. These included Sirene Abou
Chakra who works for the people of Detroit helping
to develop response plans, Ahmad Alwan a New
York grocer giving food and supplies to those in
need, security expert Juliette Kayyem in
Massachusetts who educates the public on how to
protect themselves from the virus, and Nora
Shehadah George, a nurse who traveled to Florida
at the height of the outbreak there to treat COVID
patients.

Traditional efforts to honor Arab American heritage
month through proclamations continued with the
introduction of resolutions in the U.S. House of
Representatives and twenty-two states including:
Arkansas, Colorado, Delaware, the District of
Columbia, Hawaii, Iowa, Maryland, Michigan,
Missouri, Montana, New Hampshire, New Jersey,
North Carolina, North Dakota, Ohio, Pennsylvania,
Rhode Island, South Carolina, Texas, Vermont,
Virginia, and Washington.

HONORING ARAB
AMERICAN CULTURE
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Yalla Vote Hafli
 

AAI hosted a virtual Yalla Vote "Hafli" to
celebrate Arab American empowerment and
culture. The Hafli was a virtual concert that
featured Grammy Award-winning artist
Fredwreck, Emel Mathlouthi, ABIR, and Omar
Offendum. Each artist discussed what it meant
to them to be Arab American, and  performed
for attendees.
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We are thankful to all of our generous donors who support our work to empower Arab Americans and protect the rights of
all.  Below is a snapshot of some of our supporters sharing their "Why AAI?"

"In the early 1980s, we would watch the news and feel outraged by the
misrepresentations of our community. Not long after, we heard about a
new organization forming around the mission of empowering Arab
Americans. We went to that very first meeting—the beginning of AAI—and
we liked what we heard. We have been supporters ever since. Over the
years, our community's challenges have evolved and changed, and AAI
has evolved to meet them making an effective, positive impact. 

Our support for AAI is not just for Jim and Maya, it's for the ideas, the
mission, and our community's future. We believe in it." 

Samir & Mary Abu-Ghazaleh 

“AAI stands up for Arab Americans and showcases the wonderful
contributions they make to this great country."

 

Fawwaz Ulaby
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"In the 1980s, I was a teenager in Sacramento, California who only
understood that being Arab meant hummus and tabouli on
holidays. Then the massacre at Sabra and Shatila happened, and
I realized that as an Arab American, no one in our political
landscape would take action. 

It was out of this horrific atrocity that I was introduced to the Arab
American Institute. They gave me the skills to organize my
community locally and throughout the state. They helped me to
network with other Arab Americans that faced similar issues and
they helped me and our community reach out to our political
leaders and other ethnic coalitions. 

AAI helped me find my identity and my voice. Now 35 years later,
AAI is still leading, organizing and directing political clout for our
community. They are now training and empowering the next 

Christine Totah

generation of Arab American leaders and interns like my son, to join the American political network through local, state
and national outreach. 

They continue to teach others to commit to public service just like those before, to seek justice with purpose. AAI voter
empowerment, their work to protect civil rights of all, as well as their commitment to coalition building of multi-ethnic
and diverse political communities, only makes our community stronger. 

Jim Zogby and AAI have been leaders in the pursuit of ideal democratic and moral values. I have no doubt that AAI will
move our community and our nation to be the more perfect union we all seek."
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