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FIJ Grantee's Documentary on Reproductive Rights in
Prisons to Open Human Rights Watch Film Festival

 

 

For the better part of the last decade, FIJ grantee Erika Cohn, a Peabody and Emmy
Award-winning director/producer, has worked to shine a light on reproductive and human
rights violations inside the walls of California’s women’s prisons. In 2010, Cohn began
following the work of Cynthia Chandler, an activist lawyer, and Kelli Dillon, a woman who
was involuntarily sterilized at the Central California Women’s Facility, as they fought to
expose those abuses. The result is Cohn’s film, “Belly of the Beast.”
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Set to debut on opening night of the Human Rights Watch Film Festival on June 11, the
documentary follows Chandler and Dillon as they wage a near impossible battle against the
Department of Corrections, and spearhead investigations that uncover a series of statewide
crimes, primarily targeting women of color, from inadequate access to health care to sexual
assault to illegal sterilization.

 

 

"It was modern day eugenics," said Cohn. "Even though I had
hundreds of testimonials from people directly impacted, a lot of
people couldn’t wrap their head around the fact this was actually
happening.”

As a result of this skepticism, Cohn’s film went mostly unfunded in its early stages.
 
But in 2013, Cohn said, Chandler's advocacy work along with increasing media coverage
thrust the sterilization issue into a national conversation and helped validate the
experiences of her sources. The mounting evidence also led to hearings in the state
Legislature and eventually to the passage of a bill in 2014 banning sterilization as a form of
birth control for the state’s female prisoners.

Cohn received a grant from FIJ soon after to further investigate the extent to which these
violations had occurred in prisons throughout the state.

FIJ’s funding, Cohn said, came at a crucial time, and led to a wealth of new reporting that
helped validate the experiences of hundreds of women interviewed throughout the film's
production.
 
“This film required a different investigative reporting process that a lot of traditional film
funders weren’t supporting,” said Cohn. “FIJ’s support allowed us to take a deeper dive into
the journalistic component.”

More Recent Work From Our Grantees

Coca-Cola Skirts Restrictions as Cape Town Runs out of Water
 

At the beginning of 2018, Cape Town faced the very real
prospect of becoming the first major city in the world to run
out of water. As FIJ grantee Raymond Joseph and coauthor

https://filmpulse.net/2020-human-rights-watch-film-festival-announces-lineup/
https://www.revealnews.org/article/female-inmates-sterilized-in-california-prisons-without-approval/
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Capetonians living under
unprecedented water restrictions,
descended on the city's natural
springs to collect water. Credit: Steve
Kretzmann

Steve Kretzmann report, city officials responded by
dramatically increasing the cost of water to residents, fining
anyone caught wasting water, and penalizing households
that exceeded their daily 50-liter-per-person quota by
installing water management devices that restricted the flow
to their properties.
 
Yet despite these restrictions, and mounting anxiety within
the city, the Cape Town-based bottlers of Coca-Cola
continued using at least 44 million liters of water a month.
 
You can read the full investigation into how industrial
corporations were given a free pass by Cape Town officials in
GroundUp.

InvestigateWest Wins First Place Award for FIJ-Funded
Story, "Driving While Indian"

InvestigateWest recently earned a first-place award in the Crime and Justice reporting
category of the Society of Professional Journalists' Northwest Excellence in Journalism
Awards competition for their investigation, "Driving While Indian."

The story, originally published in December 2019, found that Washington State Patrol
troopers search people of color at far higher rates than whites. Their investigation led the
state Legislature to appropriate $200,000 toward studying and reducing racial bias in the
Washington State Patrol.

Getting to Know Our New Executive Director, Eric Ferrero

 

https://www.groundup.org.za/article/coca-cola-and-cape-towns-sweetheart-day-zero-deal/
https://www.invw.org/2019/12/19/driving-while-indian/
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Donate to FIJ today
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