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FreeHer Fund: 2021 – A Year in Review 

 
The Circle for Justice Innovations’ FreeHer Fund supports grassroots organizing in opposition to 
the current political environment’s hostility toward the rights of women and girls, including 
trans women and girls. FreeHer grants support organizations led by women and girls who are 
directly impacted by the criminal legal system and fund activities to restore or expand the rights 
of currently and formerly incarcerated women and girls. 
 
In 2021, CJI is proud to have granted a total of $500,000 to a cohort of 25 grassroots 
organizations ($20,000 grants each) working in 14 states across a breadth of strategic areas, 
including conditions of confinement; ending perpetual punishment and the restoration of rights 
for formerly incarcerated people; sentencing reform, bail reform, and community-based 
alternatives to incarceration; legal support and re-entry work; decarceration efforts; economic 
justice and protections for sex workers; reproductive justice and more.  
 
Originally launched in 2018 
as a partnership between CJI 
and the National Council for 
Incarcerated and Formerly 
Incarcerated Women and 
Girls, FreeHer has been 
operating as an independent 
CJI program since 2020. 
FreeHer was conceived as an 
urgent, strategic response to 
the recent spike in the 
criminalization of women in 
the United States. Over the 
past 25 years, there has 
been a profound increase in the sentencing of women in the criminal legal system. The number 
of women in U.S. prisons rose by 700% between 1980 and 2014 at a rate of increase 
surpassing that of men, according to the Sentencing Project. This alarming trend 
disproportionately affects women of color. In 2019, the imprisonment rate for Black women 
was over 1.7 times the rate of imprisonment for white women and Latinx women were 
imprisoned at 1.3 times the rate of white women.  
 
In response, the FreeHer Circle addresses areas where women and girls suffer disparate 
impacts from incarceration, detention, and state-sanctioned violence, while empowering those 
directly impacted women to disrupt and transform the inequitable, racist structures of the 
criminal legal system and to lead their communities in healing and the pursuit of justice. 
 
One example of how the criminal legal system disproportionately impacts and under-supports 
women and girls is evident through the system’s handling of cases of intimate partner violence. 
The overwhelming majority of women in prison are survivors of domestic violence, and more 
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than 60% of women in state prisons have a child under the age of 18. Three-quarters have a 
history of severe physical abuse by an intimate partner during adulthood, and 86% have 
suffered serious physical or sexual abuse as children. The intersectionality between trauma, 
sexual assault, domestic violence, and incarceration faced by thousands of women in the U.S., 
known as the “abuse-to-prison pipeline,” is clear, and the need for gender-specific, community 
responses could not be greater. 
 
Keeping with CJI’s philosophy of funding organizations whose leadership has been directly 
impacted by the issues they aim to solve, FreeHer grantees must be led by and serve formerly 
incarcerated people and/or the families of those directly impacted by the multiple facets of the 
criminal legal system, and they must manage an organizational budget of less than $750,000. 
More information about FreeHer requirements can be found on our website at 
www.cjifund.org/apply-for-grants. 
 
For a more complete overview of the work being supported by CJI’s FreeHer Fund, we invite 
you to read on and learn about each of the incredible organizations funded this year and the 
work they are doing to build a better future for their communities. Please contact us 
at communications@cjifund.org with any additional inquiries about CJI grant programs. 
 

About the Circle for Justice Innovations 
 
The Circle for Justice Innovations (CJI) funds organizations working to uproot systems that 
perpetuate harm and injustice, and replace them with structures that cultivate justice, healing, 
kinship, creativity, and love. CJI believes this movement must be led by those most impacted by 
the injustices of the current system, working in alliances across race, class, faith, gender, 
sexuality, immigration status, physical and mental ability, and age. CJI operates through a suite 
of collectively operated, consensus-driven funding circles.  
 
Our approach is grounded in restorative justice and guided by our desire to help heal the 
wounds created by systemic racism, unchecked state violence, and eroding social support 
systems. Launched in 2000, CJI has awarded 675 grants totaling more than $9.75 million since 
grantmaking began in 2001. 

http://www.cjifund.org/apply-for-grants
mailto:communications@cjifund.org
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Community Empowerment 

 
The U.S. incarcerates more people—both as an absolute number and per capita—than any 
other nation on earth by far, and for longer periods of time. The United States has 4.4% of the 
world’s population but 22% of the world’s prison population. This includes repressive 
authoritarian regimes like Russia or even China, which has quadruple the U.S. population but 
25% fewer prisoners. Behind these stark numbers is a path of destruction that tears through 
people’s lives, their marriages, families, and communities decimated by state violence and mass 
incarceration. 
 
FreeHer grantmaking is focused on protecting, healing, and rebuilding communities. The 
damage of mass incarceration to American cities and towns is felt disproportionately by Black 
and Brown communities. The carceral state is 21% Hispanic and 38% Black even though the 
U.S. population is only 18% Hispanic and 13% Black. In all, the prison-industrial complex is 
comprised of 65% people of color. FreeHer funds grassroots nonprofits led by formerly 
incarcerated people that understand and address the root causes of weak communities 
because we know they possess the wisdom and experience to rebuild and empower them. 
 

Black Phoenix Organizing Collective              Phoenix, AZ 
Awarded $20,000 
 

Black Phoenix Organizing Collective (BPOC), is the only Black-led and Black-centered abolitionist 
organization in Phoenix, Arizona. Founded in 2019, Black Phoenix Organizing Collective (BPOC) 
was created out of a community impetus to build Black political power in Phoenix.  
 
As a Black, queer femme-led organization, they unite young, radical, queer, poor, formerly 
incarcerated, and non-binary Black folx who are directly impacted by police violence and unjust 
systems to dismantle and disrupt 
the Phoenix Police Department’s 
(PPD) criminalization of Black 
people.  
 
FreeHer funding supports BPOC 
events for unhoused women, 
pregnant people, people with 
children, and those considering 
children. At these events BPOC 
provided mutual aid and engaged 
in restorative justice through 
storytelling and teach-ins. BPOC 
also collected data from their 
communities to identify new priority policy areas and develop strong advocacy proposals, and 
they expanded to engage with the intersections of racial justice and disability justice as they 
work to hire Black ASL court interpreters. 

https://blackphxoc.org/
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Additionally, BPOC looks to bring about systems level change by working alongside other local 
grassroots organizations to implement a Civilian Review Board, which would push for greater 
accountability from Phoenix police and include representation from directly impacted Black 
women.  
 

Sister’s Keeper Wisconsin              Milwaukee, WI 
Awarded $20,000 
 

Sister’s Keepers Wisconsin directly supports and advocates for women and children who have 
been impacted by systems of mass incarceration, which disproportionately affect Black and 
Brown folks. According to a recent report from The Sentencing Project, Black people make up 
42% of the Wisconsin’s prison population, while only accounting for 6% of the state’s total 
population, and Hispanic people are being incarcerated at twice the rate of white folks.  

 
Sister’s Keepers Wisconsin used FreeHer funding to expand their base and continue their 
efforts to empower and educate individuals from low-income communities on how they can 
push back against the systematic forces that impact them. FreeHer funding also supported 
Sister’s Keepers Skills Training Series for directly impacted women of color looking to engage in 
advocacy work. Through this series, women fostered alliances, nurtured their psychological 
wellness, and built collective power. Public events following the series provided further 
resources to the community on key issues affecting women in Wisconsin 

https://www.wiaouon.org/sisters-keepers
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Conditions of Confinement 

 
CJI is one of the few philanthropies focusing on the issue of ensuring humane conditions of 
confinement. These are mandated under the Eighth and Fourteenth Amendments, upheld by 
the Supreme Court, which require prison officials to provide adequate shelter, clothing, food, 
sanitation, medical care, and more in the prison or jail setting. But far too often, from New 
York’s Riker’s Island jail complex to California’s San Quentin prison, officials often fail to meet 
that basic responsibility instead forcing those incarcerated to live in horrific and squalid, even 
life-threatening conditions. Just in 2018, 4,513 people died while being incarcerated in state 
and federal prisons (4,135 and 378, respectively), according to the Bureau of Justice Statistics. 
 
Access to mental health services and fighting the use of harmful solitary confinement is another 
focus of CJI grantmaking programs across the board. In addition to solitary and restrictive 
housing units, corrections agencies also held people in their cells for 22 hours or more per day 
in units not classified as either. According to the Vera Institute of Justice, “widespread use of 
solitary does not achieve its intended purpose—it does not make prisons, jails, or the 
community safer, and may actually make them less safe” (April 2021). FreeHer Fund 
grantmaking will continue to respond to opportunities to address issues surrounding conditions 
of confinement and their impact on women and the LGBTIA+ community. 
 

California Coalition for Women Prisoners        Oakland, CA 
Awarded $20,000 
 
California Coalition for Women Prisoners (CCWP) has taken on the challenge of addressing 
ongoing violence against women routinely experienced inside California state prisons. For 25 
years, CCWP has challenged the institutional violence experienced throughout the prison 
industrial complex by women, and transgender and non-conforming (TGNC) people and 
communities of color. A leading force behind recent systems change, CCWP makes a unique 

https://womenprisoners.org/


 
FreeHer Fund | 2021 Grantee Profiles  8 

impact by mobilizing their deep membership base that begins inside the prison system with 350 
currently incarcerated members participating in CCWP’s decision-making process and expands 
beyond prison walls to encompass the larger community of formerly incarcerated people and 
their allies. 
 
CCWP’s FreeHer grant will support two major initiatives in 2021-2022. The first priority is to 
continue the organization’s #MeToo Behind Bars project. In 2015, CCWP started the #MeToo 
Behind Bars campaign to center the experiences of marginalized TGNC people in prison and 
to confront sexist and transphobic abuses in California women’s prisons. This work includes 
supporting women and TGNC people inside prison who are experiencing sexual harassment and 
assault. The second area of focus is developing challenges to reproductive abuses in women’s 
prisons and jails. Working in coalition, CCWP is educating incarcerated people about their 
reproductive health rights and delivering multi-tiered assistance to those who have 
experienced reproductive harm while inside. 
 

Witness to Mass Incarceration              New York, NY  
Awarded $20,000 
 
As many as 100 million Americans have a record in the U.S. criminal legal system. Witness to 
Mass Incarceration (WMI) believes that if more people are encouraged to come forward about 
their experiences with the system, then most people would realize that they personally know 
someone with a record. This could help those who haven’t been personally affected by the 

criminal legal system to 
empathize with the 
experiences of those 
who have and highlight 
the severe injustices of 
mass incarceration. 
WMI wields information 
as a powerful weapon in 
the fight to dismantle 
the barriers that 
formerly incarcerated 
people experience upon 
re-entry. 
 

With FreeHer funding, WMI convened a new Witness Network cohort to expand and develop 
the leadership of formerly incarcerated women and LGBTQIA+ survivors of sexual violence. 
This cohort informed communities about their experiences and built support for the movement 
to end sexual assault in confinement. They also established a Witness Hotline to create a new 
means women can use to report abuse to a trusted messenger. 
  

https://www.witnesstomassincarceration.org/
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Decarceration Efforts 
 
America’s prison population is aging at a dramatic rate. More than 200,000 incarcerated people 
are aged 55 and older, according to 2017 data from the Bureau of Justice Statistics. The 
number of people aged 55 or older sentenced to more than one year in state prison increased 
fourfold between 1993 and 2013. Tragically each year, more than 3,000 of these men and 
women will die in prison, according to the National Institute of Corrections. 
 
The chronic stress of prison takes a greater toll on older incarcerated people. Prison ages 
people faster, and older people enter the prison system with more health problems than their 
young counterparts. Unsurprisingly, mental health issues are also more common among older 
people in prison. Common mental health complications among older prisoners include 
substance use, anxiety, mood disorders, neurodevelopmental and personality disorders. 
Neuropsychiatric disorders like dementia are more common, too. 
 
Of particular concern to CJI FreeHer grantees since 2020 has been inadequate prison 
responses—or in some cases a total lack of response—to the COVID-19 pandemic. FreeHer 
grantees have been working to free community members through compassionate release at 
risk for COVID or out of concern for other health conditions or other life circumstances. 
 

Women on the Rise               East Point, GA 
Awarded $20,000 
 
Fighting to end mass incarceration in Georgia, Women on the Rise (WOTR) supports women 
targeted and impacted by the criminal legal system to grow as movement leaders and engage 
in resistance. In their campaign, “Communities Over Cages: Close the Jail ATL,” WOTR co-led 
the initiative that successfully closed the Atlanta City Detention Center and reallocated its 
annual budget of $32.5 million toward community support services. 

  
In 2019, Georgia’s Department 
of Corrections reported that 
women are the state’s fastest 
growing incarcerated 
population, with a total of 
3,500 women behind bars. Not 
only are women the fastest-
growing segment of the 
incarcerated population in 
Georgia, but a disproportionate 
number of them are also 
sentenced to life in prison, with 
over 50% percent of those 
serving life sentences being 
women of color. 

https://www.womenontherisega.org/
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With its FreeHer grant, WOTR continued their work to get millions of public dollars reallocated 
away from the prison industrial complex and back into their communities by leading taskforces 
and mass mobilizations. WOTR will also continue building their membership base and educating 
the community in the fight to put an end to policing for profit.  
 

Women Against Mass Incarceration    Bridgeport, CT 
Awarded $20,000 
 
Women Against Mass Incarceration (WAMI) organizes women and girls inside and outside of 
prison facilities using an abolitionist framework. WAMI builds power by facilitating Participatory 
Defense programs, providing court 
support, registering voters, organizing 
currently incarcerated women and 
girls, conducting outreach for 
clemency campaigns, and leading a 
major campaign to end e-carceration 
surveillance. In 2018, WAMI helped 
craft and pass a bill to prohibit the 
barbaric and dehumanizing practice 
of shackling incarcerated women 
while in labor and to ensure that they 
receive pre-natal and post-partum 
treatment and services.  
 
With FreeHer funding, WAMI will 
expand their strategies and programs 
to strengthen their ongoing campaigns while working to educate the public and build support 
for clemency as a meaningful pathway to decarceration for more incarcerated women. Through 
inside-outside organizing strategies, WAMI will also expand their Participatory Defense 
programs, Healing Circles, and build stronger statewide coalitions to address issues faced by 
incarcerated and formerly incarcerated women and girls. 
 
 

Family Support Services 
 
Today 113 million Americans know what it’s like to see their loved one behind bars. That 
figure goes even higher when we broaden our definition of family to include our grandparents, 
grandchildren, aunts, or cousins who often step in when a family suffers incarceration. A 2019 
FWD.us and Cornell University study shows Black Americans bear the bulk of this burden, 
being 50% more likely than white people to experience incarceration of a family member. 
 
Children with incarcerated parents face numerous hardships, including mental and physical 
health issues, entry into foster care, and setbacks in their education. Having a loved one 

https://www.wamict.org/
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incarcerated can be an isolating experience. But people experiencing family incarceration are 
not alone—they are part of a strong activist community that includes members of grassroots 
organizations like the four FreeHer grantees profiled below. FreeHer aims to support grantees 
fighting for family reunification and to support healing and self-sufficiency for reunited families. 
 

Alliance of Families for Justice              New York, NY  
Awarded $20,000 
 
Alliance of Families for Justice (AFJ) approached FreeHer for funding to continue growing their 
organization, which mobilizes a membership base to support currently and/or formerly 
incarcerated family and community members. AFJ highlights the roles of women and girls as 
part of their focus on serving families, which they see as being at the core of their work to 
create a just world for those impacted by the U.S. criminal legal system.  
 

AFJ has identified 
that inside prison 
visitation rooms, 
the overwhelming 
majority of people 
visiting are 
women bringing 
their children for 
visits along with 
clothing, money, 
and food to help 
their loved ones. 
On the outside, 
women continue 
to hold their 
families down, 

supporting their incarcerated loved ones, advocating for their rights and needs, and helping 
them navigate successful re-entry. 
 
Using renewed FreeHer funding in 2021-2022, AFJ will be honoring the 50th anniversary of the 
Attica Uprising by continuing the fight to shut Attica down—one of the organization’s original 
goals. They are also launching the Songa Mbele Healing Circle for formerly incarcerated people 
and to emphasize mindfulness approaches when acknowledging and transforming participants’ 
trauma. 
  

https://afj-ny.org/
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Justice for Families             Bronx, NY 
Awarded $20,000 
 
Justice for Families (J4F) is the only national juvenile justice reform organization that is founded 
and run by families who have been directly impacted by the juvenile justice system. J4F 
supports family leaders in 49 states to participate in peer-to-peer support, healing, coaching, 
intensive training that enables people to recognize and challenge systemic problems in the 
criminal legal system.  
 
On any given night in 2019, 
over 37,000 youth were 
being held in a juvenile 
facility. And these youth 
were disproportionally Black 
and Brown, illustrating the 
outsized effects that 
systemic racism and the 
school-to-prison pipeline 
have on communities of 
color. Families of 
incarcerated young people 
often have no recourse to 
challenge their sentence, 
which is why J4F supports families across the nation in the struggle to protect their children. 
 
FreeHer funding supported the participation of systems-impacted women and transgender and 
non-conforming individuals in J4F’s Family Leadership Institute and Network. These individuals 
represent some of the most under-resourced and over-incarcerated populations in the United 
States. Through this project, participants will receive a broad education on connecting justice 
system dysfunction to current social and political issues that impede on the rights of women 
and girls. 
 

New Hour for Women and Children-Long Island     Brentwood, NY 
Awarded $20,000 

 

New Hour for Women and Children-Long Island is a key player in the development of the Justice 
Roadmap, a collective document outlining state legislative reforms and community 
engagement initiatives that support equitable justice reform across New York State. Through 
this alliance, New Hour advocates on behalf systems-impacted women and girls living in 
suburban areas around Long Island. 
 
As the only women-centered criminal justice organization in Long Island, which is the site of 
New York’s fourth largest jail system, New Hour grapples with the fact that 85% of Long Island’s 
incarcerated women and girls were abused as children, and over 60% of them are mothers. 

https://netorgft4642696-my.sharepoint.com/personal/isaacs_cjifund_org/Documents/Desktop/CJI/Programs/FreeHer/justice4families
https://www.newhourli.org/
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New Hour understands that many women’s and girls’ paths to incarceration are often tied 
to domestic violence, intimate partner violence, and/or substance abuse.  

 
FreeHer funding supported New Hour as they focused on organizing, base building, leadership 
development, and public education. They have also developed more robust strategies to 
support the vision, goals, and partnerships of the Justice Roadmap 2021, and they continue to 
empower directly impacted women and girls, amplifying their voices, and providing 
opportunities and resources for New Hour constituents. 
 

Starting Over, Inc.                Corona, CA 
Awarded $20,000 
 
Family separation is one of the most devastating outcomes of incarceration. Mothers who have 
never even been accused of child abuse, endangerment, or neglect—but whose children are 
placed in foster care due to the mother’s incarceration—are more likely to lose their parental 
rights than someone who has been convicted of physical or sexual assault against their 
children, according to a 2018 investigation by the Marshall Project. 
 
Starting Over, Inc. (SOI) approached CJI for FreeHer funding to support their “Family 
Reunification, Equity, and Empowerment” (FREE) project. Through FREE, SOI works to eliminate 
the barriers faced by formerly incarcerated people when trying to regain child custody. Prior 
conviction histories should have no bearing on a person’s present ability to provide safe and 
competent care for a child. 
 
  

https://www.startingoverinc.org/
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With FreeHer support, Starting Over, Inc. built a new base of directly impacted leaders through 
community political education programs. By expanding on this work, SOI expands upon the 
work of FREE by educating and raising awareness in directly impacted communities about 
harmful California laws and how people with conviction histories can fight to reclaim their 
children from the legal system. 
 
 

Immigration Reform and Advocacy 

 
Immigration detention forms another fast-growing segment of the incarcerated U.S. 
population. The average daily population of U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) 
detention centers exploded from 6,785 in 1994 to more than 50,136 in 2019. In that same 
year, ICE detained more than half a million people, surpassing 2018’s total of more than 
396,000 people, according to a 2019 report from the Center for American Progress. 
 
Once having entered an immigration detention center, women and girls seeking health care 
such as reproductive health care, pain management, mental health care, and preventive care 
must deal with a tangle of policies, poorly staffed medical teams, and indifference or abuse 
from officials. From October 2017 through August 2018, ICE detained a reported 1,655 
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pregnant women. At least 18 women miscarried in ICE custody in 2018. Behind the numbers 
are people’s lives—vulnerable women facing the reality of impending childbirth while living 
squalid conditions while being incarcerated in immigration detention.  
 
This is a fight for people’s lives. FreeHer Circle funding takes on this urgent call for action on 
vital immigration issues. FreeHer grantmaking affords CJI the opportunity to support grassroots 
nonprofits addressing the special challenges faced by women, girls, transgender and gender-
nonconforming people contending with immigration detention as they struggle to survive and 
rebuild their lives and communities. 
 

Familias Unidas en Acción                       New Orleans, LA 
Awarded $20,000 

  
While Covid-19 has impacted all people across the nation, the immigrant community has 
experienced unique and disproportionate impacts. In New Orleans, over 20% of new 
immigrant residents lived below the poverty line before the pandemic crisis, and yet they 
have been largely excluded from state and federal pandemic relief in the form of stimulus 
checks or unemployment benefits. 

 
Familias Unidas en Acción (FUA) creates economic justice opportunities for immigrant families, 
primarily undocumented and asylum-seeking Afro-descendent and indigenous mothers from 
Central America. Many of FUA’s members are newly arrived immigrants who were recently 

https://familiasunidasla.org/
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released from detention or are receiving children who were released from detention. FUA 
sought FreeHer funds to develop a resource center cooperative to build local immigrant power, 
foster economic self-sufficiency, and ultimately to transform their communities through mutual 
aid. 
 
In addition to Familias Unidas’ focus on supporting undocumented families, the organization 
also recognizes their work as being part of a larger, international movement for prison 
abolition. As such, they seek to ultimately transform society by challenging all systems of 
capitalism, imperialism, patriarchy and white supremacy by lifting up the voices and 
experiences of their undocumented members. 
 
 

Legal Support and Re-entry Work 

 
CJI’s FreeHer Fund understands the vast need for legal support to free people from 
incarceration as well as the importance of supporting policy changes and services that help 
smooth the re-entry process for long-term post-incarceration success. The estimated 
unemployment rate for the 5 million formerly incarcerated people living in the United States 
is over 27%—far higher than the total U.S. unemployment rate of any historical period, 
including during the Great Depression, according to the Prison Policy Initiative (2018). 
Research suggests that employers will discriminate against those with criminal records, even 
when they claim not to. The evidence shows that having a criminal record has the effect of 
reducing employer callback rates by half. 
 
Currently, there is no federal “ban-the-box law,” prohibiting employers from asking job 
applicants about their criminal history on an initial job application. Only 13 states (California, 
Colorado, Connecticut, Hawaii, Illinois, Massachusetts, Minnesota, New Jersey, New Mexico, 
Oregon, Rhode Island, Vermont, and Washington) and the District of Columbia have ban-the-
box laws applying to private employers. At least 30 states have similar laws applying to state 
government employers. FreeHer prioritizes grassroots nonprofits forging a new way forward to 
support our sisters, mothers, wives, cousins, grandmothers, aunts, and daughters after we 
welcome them back home. 
 

Lending Hands              Charlottesville, VA   
Awarded $20,000 
 
A recent report showed that Virginia ranks 9th in the country for prison population size and 13th 
in the nation by rate of imprisonment. The report also found that while only accounting for 
19% of the state population, Black people made up 55% of the total prison population, 
receiving sentences 62 months longer on average than white people for similar offenses.  
 
Lending Hands (LH) works at pre- and re-entry points to transform the criminal legal system and 
elevate the experiences of formerly incarcerated people. In their re-entry work, LH recently 
began a “Healing House” to provide temporary housing to formerly incarcerated. Women 

https://netorgft4642696-my.sharepoint.com/personal/isaacs_cjifund_org/Documents/Desktop/CJI/Programs/FreeHer/lendinghandsnetwork
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grappling with re-entry receive employment and mentorship services to aid them in their 
transition to becoming self-sufficient members of their communities. 

 
With FreeHer funding, Lending Hands will be able to continue to provide housing, the need for 
which has exploded since the beginning of COVID-19. LH is also restructuring to create an 
environment that further empowers women who have been incarcerated, starting with 
education around mental illness. They are also expanding upon their Participatory Defense 
program with the aim of diverting women from incarceration and reducing sentences. 
 

TRANScending Barriers                Atlanta, GA 
Awarded $20,000 
 
TRANScending Barriers is dedicated to leadership-building, advocacy, and providing direct 
services to transgender and gender nonconforming communities in Georgia. Currently there 
are no protections against the discrimination of transgender and gender nonconforming 
people in the state of Georgia, making TBA’s work both critical and brave.  
 
They organize through an inside-outside model, mobilizing people in prisons as well as on the 
outside in an effort to end the denial of hormone treatment to incarcerated trans folks, provide 
education for prison staff regarding care, eliminate sexual abuse and exploitation in detention 
facilities, and bolster re-entry support that is trans- and non-binary-specific. 
 

https://www.transcendingbarriersatl.org/
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FreeHer funding supported TRANScending Barriers (TBA) in their work to support Black femmes 
being released from prison, and they continued to build trans leadership in the fight for prison 
abolition. To better meet the diverse needs of their community members, TBA also expanded 
their organizational focus to address the intersections between justice for trans people and 
economic justice, racial justice, climate justice, and more. 

 
 

Protections for Sex Workers 
 

Criminalizing sex work—the prohibition of the selling and buying of sexual services and certain 
related activities—is currently in effect in all 50 states, with only minor exceptions, according to 
a June 2020 report from the Yale Global Health Justice Partnership.  
 
There is no evidence that criminalizing sex work deters those who may sell or buy sex. Instead, 
the evidence shows that criminalization only serves to make sex work more dangerous, 
driving sex workers into isolation and impeding the proliferation of harm reduction and other 
safety and strategies. It becomes much riskier to report violence and abuse from clients, 
managers, and law enforcement while also increasing risk of exposure to HIV and other sexually 
transmitted infections.  
 
Street-based sex workers are often targeted for arrest under trespassing, loitering, and 
vagrancy laws, setting up a revolving door of criminal legal system involvement with serious 
short- and long-term destabilizing effects on sex workers and their communities. 
 

Best Practices Policy Project                                 Morristown, NJ 
Awarded $20,000 
 
Best Practices Policy Project’s (BPPP) theory of change revolves around humanizing the 
experiences of sex workers in the eyes of the public to build a groundswell for change. By 

http://www.bestpracticespolicy.org/
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fighting to end the discrimination of sex workers, BPPP aims to reduce the criminalization of 
women engaged in sex work and to curb their rates of incarceration. However, COVID-19 and 
associated budget shortfalls greatly disrupted BPPP’s ability to host events and engage in 
planned human rights proceedings, such as their attendance at the UN Women’s Commission, 
leading to an exclusion of sex workers from these spaces.  
 
With FreeHer funding, BPPP continued to uplift the lived experiences of sex workers and 
advocate for change on behalf of their membership. BPPP’s three-pronged plan of attack 
included addressing discrimination against women who have been incarcerated or detained for 
participating in sex work, as well as those facing charges for assumed sex work; engaging with 
Restorative Justice practices to strengthen their communities; and advocating for the 
restoration of voting and parental rights to women engaged in sex work.  
 

Black and Pink Massachusetts                Jamaica Plain, MA 
Awarded $20,000 
 

Black and Pink Massachusetts aims to achieve liberation by building a movement united against 
current systems of state violence and by ensuring that LGBT/HIV organizations have a seat at 
criminal justice tables. Black and Pink Massachusetts provides support to their members 
throughout the entire criminal legal process, including arrest, incarceration, and post-release, 
while remaining firmly rooted in a framework of solidarity and mutual aid. In addition to 
individual services, Black and Pink Massachusetts also works to build community, with events 
such as reading groups and letter-writing campaigns. 
 
FreeHer funding supported Black and Pink Massachusetts in their coalition work—
Decriminalizing Sex Work in Massachusetts (DecrimMA). This growing coalition is led by those 
most impacted and plans to grow the movement through community education around the 
importance of decriminalization and by lifting up the lived experiences of those affected. 
One of the legislative efforts that Black and Pink’s coalition work has been supportive of is An 
Act to Promote the Health and Safety of People in the Sex Trade (H.1867), which would not only 
promote the health and safety of people in the sex trade through full decriminalization, but also 
calls for the expungement of criminal records for those charged with sex work and with charges 
related to cannabis. 
 
 

Restorative Justice 

 
Women are increasingly being incarcerated for “crimes” related to domestic abuse, usually 
consisting of attempts to leave an intimate partner that turn violent. When a child is tragically 
injured or worse, prosecutors can levy “Failure to Protect” claims, which almost exclusively 
target women with claims the mother failed to remove her child from the harm of her abuser.  
 
As a result, prosecutors will charge the mother with criminal child neglect or abuse. “Prisons 
have been deployed as a default response to women's attempts to survive untenable social 

https://www.blackandpinkma.org/
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conditions, yet there is no evidence that any amount of time in prison is helpful or even 
improves public safety,” according to the Women's Justice Institute (2021). 
 
A 2012 study showed that 86% of women in jail have experienced sexual violence in their 
lifetimes and 53% have lifetime post-traumatic stress disorder. Once incarcerated, women 
and transgender and gender-nonconforming people often face a new set of dangers in the form 
of violence and abuse they experience inside prison. FreeHer looks for grantees addressing this 
often-overlooked step in the struggle to build a strong and resilient movement to 
fundamentally transform the U.S. criminal legal system after experiencing its brutality and 
neglect first-hand. 
 

A Little Piece of Light       Brooklyn, NY 
Awarded $20,000 

 
A Little Piece of Light (ALPOL) supports a group of dynamic, systems-impacted women and 
transgender and gender-nonconforming individuals (TGNC) with an approach that focuses on 
the “Restoration of Self,” considered a central component for achieving transformative, lasting 
change. By mindfully cultivating strong collaborative partnerships with directly impacted 
community members, peer nonprofits, lawmakers, activists, and professionals operating within 
the criminal legal system, 
ALPOL works to realize its 
overall mission: to heal. 
 
New York state, where 
ALPOL operates, has the 
second highest 
reincarceration rate in the 
country for people who 
have technical parole 
violations. ALPOL offers 
safe spaces and services to 
formerly incarcerated 
individuals seeking to 
develop their life skills and healing strategies, as well as navigate the oppressive structures that 
people are faced with post-release.  
 
FreeHer funding assisted A Little Piece of Light to deepen their ongoing organizing efforts and 
support more TGNC individuals through their restorative justice initiatives. ALPOL also 
continued to expand their services for domestic violence support, community healing, and 
mental health support. 
  

https://www.alittlepieceoflight.net/
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Homies Unidos                  Los Angeles, CA 
Awarded $20,000 

 
Homies Unidos was originally founded in El 
Salvador by a group of young people from different 
neighborhoods who came together to work on 
strategies to reduce the violence in their 
communities. They eventually expanded their work 
to include youth in Los Angeles, with the mission of 
creating alternatives to crime, drugs, and violence.  
 
FreeHer funding supported two major projects 
from Homies Unidos. First, the Committee of 
Support for Incarcerated People (CAPRIL) organized 
mothers of incarcerated people to advocate for 
transformative policy changes. Second, FreeHer 

funding supported Homies Unidos’ unique program for empowering youth and families in El 
Salvador and Los Angeles to end violence and promote peace in their communities, which the 
organization calls Xinachtli Circles.  
 
FreeHer funding specifically supported the creation of Xinachtli healing circles for migrant girls, 
to provide a space for them to build sense of unity across cultures. Recognizing that many of 
these young women fled their home countries because of issues directly connected to 
histories of U.S. intervention and imperialism, Homies Unidos places a transnational lens at 
the core of its work.  
 

S.O.U.L. Sisters Leadership Collective, Inc.          Miami, FL  
Awarded $20,000 
 
S.O.U.L. Sisters Leadership Collective (S.O.U.L. Sisters) answers the critical question of how 
communities can address harmful and unlawful behavior without incarceration. Their 
Restorative Justice Diversion program (RJD) provides an alternative to incarceration for 
girls under the age of 18 who have been arrested on high-level misdemeanor or felony 
charges. 
 
S.O.U.L. Sisters has secured an agreement with their States Attorney’s Office that affirms 
S.O.U.L. Sisters’ independence from the state after they accept a case, meaning that the State 
Attorney’s Office will remain hands-off during the RJD process, which takes place entirely within 
the community among those directly involved in or impacted by the harm. Working at scale 
with more than 500 girls arrested locally each year on high-level misdemeanor and felony 
charges, RJD interventions has a chance to end the incarceration of girls in Florida altogether. 
 
FreeHer funding supported S.O.U.L Sisters’ Restorative Justice program as they continue to 
expand its implementation. Adopting a holistic approach, they also empowered girls’ leadership 

http://homiesunidos.org/
https://soulsistersleadership.org/
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and organizing skills through their Sisterhood Academy program and facilitated access to social-
emotional support through their Freedom Coaching Youth and Family Advocacy Service 
program. They also worked to divert youth away from involvement with law enforcement and 
the threat of incarceration through community accountability and healing. 
 

 
 

School-to-Prison Pipeline 
 
CJI’s FreeHer Fund is committed to challenging the “school-to-prison pipeline,” an alarming 
national trend that syphons children away from public schools and into the juvenile and 
criminal legal systems. According to the ACLU, many of these children have learning disabilities 
and/or experiences of abuse, poverty, or neglect. Instead of benefitting from additional 
educational and counseling services, they are punished, isolated, and institutionalized.  
 
Contributing factors include zero-tolerance policies that escalate and criminalize minor school 
rules violations, while stationing more police officers in schools can lead also to students being 
criminalized for behavior that were traditionally handled as an administrative matter inside 
school walls. The ACLU found that students of color are especially vulnerable to school-to-
prison pipeline trends and the disproportionate application of increasingly harsh disciplinary 
measures. 
 

Sisters Unchained               Boston, MA 
Awarded $20,000 
 
Sisters Unchained builds power by empowering the daughters of incarcerated parents to bring 
light to the insidious effects of incarceration on parent-child relationships and the ways in 
which that negatively spreads to affect the greater community. With recent studies estimating 
that 2.7 million US children have a parent who is currently incarcerated, Sisters Unchained 

https://sistersunchained.com/
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focuses on building up the daughters impacted to create a movement for abolition. The young 
women of color supported by Sisters Unchained are not only affected by having an incarcerated 
family member, but they also face a hostile education environment where they are four times 
more likely to experience disciplinary action than their white peers. 

 
This year’s FreeHer funding supported Sisters Unchained as they further developed their 
campaign to address the criminalization of young people of color and a lack of resources in 
communities that could benefit from mental health and wellness services. This campaign focus 
was determined by the youth and young adult members of Sisters Unchained who have 
experienced the inequities of the criminal legal system as well as school-based policies that 
push out and further criminalize young women of color. 
 

Reaching and Educating for Community Hope           Jackson, MS 
Awarded $20,000 

 
Reaching and Education for Community Hope (RECH) was founded to support formerly 
incarcerated women returning home in Mississippi. The organization has since expanded to 

https://www.rechfoundationms.org/
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combat the discriminatory systems that lead to incarceration in the first place, such as the 
school-to-prison pipeline. The incarceration of Black youth is a major problem is Mississippi, 
with Black young people making up 85% of the total population held in the state’s juvenile 
detention facilities. The Department of Justice has even reported on one county in Mississippi 
that was instructing schools to 
call the police and jail young 
people for minor infractions, 
which led to students spending 
up to two weeks in jail before 
they even had the chance to 
plead their case in court.  
 
FreeHer funding supported 
RECH’s Southern Black Girl 
initiative, a campaign to 
educate and end the school-to-
prison pipeline in Mississippi. 
Working through relationships 
with local churches, schools, 
and communities, they aim to prevent girls from being sucked through the school-to-prison 
pipeline while also combating the discrimination and criminalization of young women of color. 
RECH also continues to provide re-entry support and secure housing to women coming out of 
prison and rejoining their community. 
 
 

Sentencing Reform and Participatory Defense 

 
Mental illness, problematic substance use, and houselessness are more appropriately 
addressed completely outside of the criminal legal system. Drug treatment services and 
affordable housing cost far less than time spent prison and boast a much better success 
record. True public safety can be achieved by spending less money incarcerating people while 
increasing spending on education, health care, housing, and jobs training. FreeHer seeks to 
fund groups working to divert money away of incarceration into systems fostering healthy 
individuals and intact communities.  
 
Close to half of all U.S. prisoners in federal confinement are there for a drug-law violation 
along with routinely imprisoned people suffering from severe mentally illness. As it exists 
today, the criminal legal system provides inappropriate support and deficient treatment 
options to people with substance use disorders or mental illness. FreeHer funds work that 
encourages the criminal legal system to begin exploring alternatives to incarceration and 
health-based solutions. 
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Californians United for a Responsible Budget    Los Angeles, CA 
Awarded $20,000 
 
Californians United for a Responsible Budget (CURB) approached FreeHer for funding to 
support their work on ending the sentencing disparity between white folks and Black and 
Brown folks through new legislation to be proposed in 2022. CURB is a coalition comprised of 
more than 80 grassroots organizations committed to ending jail expansion and over-policing. 
Through the formation of strategic alliances, CURB addresses issue areas across the criminal 
justice spectrum and connects environmental, gender, racial, and economic justice movements 
throughout California.  

 
FreeHer funding enabled CURB to continue their public education regarding life without parole 
sentencing in California and mobilize their coalition members to close California state prison 
facilities. In 2019, CURB played an instrumental role in stopping Los Angeles County’s $3.5 
billion jail expansion plan, which included a new women’s jail. In addition to their work on 
closing jails and prisons, CURB also seeks to provide budget advocacy to redirect funds away 
from corrections to desperately needed human services and community-based systems of care. 
 

Families for Justice as Healing          Roxbury, MA 
Awarded $20,000 
 

Families for Justice as Healing (FJAH) is a grassroots abolitionist organization whose mission is 
to end the incarceration of women and girls. FJAH’s multifaceted framework is designed to sow 
the seeds of transformation through campaigns to close prisons and jails, restore rights to 
formerly incarcerated people, and promote alternatives to incarceration. The organization 
launched the Massachusetts Participatory Defense Hub in 2018, and it has since grown 
dramatically, serving over 70 individuals and families in just the last year. The Hub equips those 
at risk of incarceration and their families with the tools they need to build power, fight their 

https://curbprisonspending.org/
https://www.justiceashealing.org/
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loved ones’ cases, challenge prosecutors, and influence judges—transforming the culture of the 
courts.  
 
One of their most significant successes so far was the passage of their bill, “Primary 
Caretakers,” written by formerly incarcerated mothers. The bill allows parents to file a 
motion describing the traumatic impact incarceration would have on their family and to 
request a community-based sentence to stay with their children. Since the bill’s passage, FJAH 
has trained more than 100 defense attorneys to oversee its implementation. FJAH also 
continues to ensure that their members have access to online government hearings, which tend 
to exclude poor and low-income people who may lack access to the necessary technology. 

 
With FreeHer funding, FJAH utilized a variety of flexible strategies to achieve their goals, 
including advocacy, alliance building, capacity building, grassroots organizing, leadership 
development, research, and education. FreeHer funds also helped the organization mobilize for 
decarceration and clemency, advocate for a shift in resources to Black and Brown communities, 
and conduct Participatory Defense services online. 
 
 

Trans Leadership 
 
The struggle to fight and transform a criminal legal system based on punishment, 
dehumanization, and violence is a generational one. And the urgency of our cause—defeating 
the prison industrial complex and abolishing state and federal laws that criminalize people and 
disproportionately target women of color—as never been more apparent, as evidenced by 
Black Lives Matter protests sparked by the recent deaths of George Floyd, Breonna Taylor, 
Daniel Prude, and so many others. If we are going to win, it will take new leaders—everyone 
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from young people and the recently incarcerated to newcomers to the movement learning and 
getting involved.  
 
CJI’s FreeHer Fund grantees understand that developing new leaders to forge a new way 
forward is paramount to shoring up legislative gains already made at the local, state, and 
federal levels and driving forward the transformation of the criminal legal system. It takes 
public outreach, public education, and in-reach into U.S. prisons and jails. FreeHer and other CJI 
grantees cultivate safe spaces to examine trauma and restore agency, build core leadership 
skills, provide practical training, and strengthen personal and organizational relationships 
across the spectrum of criminal justice reform movement. 
 

Baltimore Safe Haven              Baltimore, MD 
Awarded $20,000 
 
Baltimore Safe Haven (BSH) believes that every transgender, lesbian, gay, bisexual, and queer 
(LGBTQIA+) person should be able to live healthy, self-determined, and self-sufficient lives free 
from stigma, violence, and oppression. The trans community of Baltimore is one of the most in 
need of social services, and yet they are one of the most neglected constituencies in the state.  

 
In 2021, the death of Kim Wirtz drew attention to the urgency of 
BSH’s work. Wirtz, a transgender woman, was found 
unconscious by corrections officers in a single cell at the 
Baltimore jail. Though the Department of Corrections found no 
signs of foul play, Wirtz’s relatives had expressed concern 
about her safety since she was being held with male detainees, 
despite identifying as a woman. 
 
BSH is in the process of building a new coalition with community 
partners to strengthen all the services they offer. FreeHer 
funding will allow BSH to continue their mission of serving 
Baltimore’s LGBTQIA+ community and creating safe, affirming 
spaces for individuals to have their needs met, access critical 
resources, and to build power. 

 

CANScantSTAND               New Orleans, LA 

Awarded $20,000 
 
In 1805, the government of Louisiana instituted “Crime Against Nature” (CANS) laws, 
criminalizing “unnatural copulation” including “anal or oral sex”. The law was never removed 
from statute. Today, it contains language labeling sex work as unnatural copulation, allowing an 
officer to harass, arrest, and charge anyone based solely on their suspicions. 
 

https://www.baltimoresafehaven.org/
https://www.facebook.com/CANS-cant-STAND-1009945452523242/
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In 2012, CANScantSTAND won a lawsuit that challenged the constitutionality of a law that 
required those with CANS’ convictions to file as a sex offender for 15 years. Despite winning 
that lawsuit, the statute continues to be enforced.  
 
As the only group in Louisiana created by and for Black trans women, and the only group that 
engages both currently and formerly incarcerated trans women as members, CANScantSTAND 
is an essential grassroots organization as they lead efforts to decriminalize the lives of 
LGBTQIA+ individuals 
and curb their 
incarceration rates in 
the state of Louisiana.   
 
FreeHer funding 
supported CANScant-
STAND as they grew 
their organization, 
providing direct 
services, and continuing 
their vital advocacy 
work. The organization 
also built capacity to 
further support Black 
transgender and gender 
non-conforming community leaders as they fight to uplift LGTQIA+ people in Louisiana. 
 
 

Transgender Advocates Knowledgeable Empowering Birmingham, AL 
Awarded $20,000 
 

Transgender people in prison face a host of unique challenges. In 2020, NBC News confirmed 
that there were only 15 cases in which transgender prisoners were housed according to their 
correct gender expression out of an estimated 4,890 transgender prisoners held in 45 state 
prisons across the U.S. and in Washington, D.C. jails. 
 
Originally founded as a peer support group for trans women of color, Transgender Advocates 
Knowledgeable Empowering (TAKE) has stepped up to provide important resources for 
transgender people of color in the South to live safe and fulfilling lives. There have been 
multiple attacks on Trans people in Alabama, and the state still lacks nondiscrimination laws for 
housing, employment, and medical care. Which is why it is critical that we continue to invest in 
TAKE’s work to build a movement that will abolish social and economic barriers and harmful 
systems that oppress their communities. 
 

https://www.takebhm.org/
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FreeHer funding supported TAKE 
in fulfilling their commitment to 
creating safe environments for the 
most impacted transgender 
people of color in the South. 
Focusing on trans women, 
houseless, low-income, and 
formerly incarcerated people, 
TAKE ensures that these 
individuals have the support they 
need to thrive and build better 
communities. Using FreeHer 
funding, TAKE also continued to 
expand their long-term capacity 
building efforts and leadership 
training to increase the impact of other Black-led organizations in their area. 
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Support our growing movement! 
 

 
Learn about how you can become 

more involved with CJI here: 
 

 
www.cjifund.org/support-us 

 
 
 

 

 

http://www.cjifund.org/support-us

