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SOS Rapid Response Fund: 2021 – A Year in Review 

 
The organizations funded through CJI’s Strategic Opportunities Support (SOS) Rapid Response 
Fund represent a snapshot of the varied priorities and needs of the current movement to 
transform the U.S. criminal legal system. Through the issuing of microgrants (maximum $5,000), 
the SOS Fund provides grantees with an infusion of funds to address emergency needs in their 
communities and provides increased flexibility to take advantage of unanticipated 
opportunities for organizing and advocacy that may be otherwise out of reach due to small 
funding gaps. 
 
CJI is proud to have granted a total of $125,000 in 2021 to a cohort of 25 grassroots 
organizations working to upend the systems of mass incarceration and hostile, discriminatory 
policing that devastate so many lives. The work of this year’s grantees spans 16 states and 
covers a variety of target issues, including decarceration efforts (freeing people from prisons 
and detention centers), healing/transformative justice, protections for sex workers, mutual aid 
related to the lingering effects of the COVID-19 pandemic, the restoration and defense of 
voting rights, and more. 
 
Keeping with CJI’s philosophy of funding organizations whose leadership has been directly 
impacted by the issues they aim to solve, SOS 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 SOS Fund 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 SOS 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 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, gender 
identity, 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 the spirit of healing from 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 it grantmaking operations began in 
2001. 

http://www.cjifund.org/apply-for-grants
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Decarceration Efforts 
 

Abolish Slavery National Network          Severna Park, MD 
Awarded $5,000 
 

 
 
It is generally believed that slavery in the United States was outlawed with the narrow passage 
of the 13th Amendment to the U.S. Constitution on January 31, 1865. However, by abolishing all 
forms of slavery and involuntary servitude “except as a punishment for crime,” a loophole was 
created that almost immediately helped give rise to the criminalization of Black daily life 
through Jim Crow laws and Black Codes. This loophole would become the bedrock for the 
sprawling systems of mass incarceration and the prison industrial complex that we see today. 
 
Abolish Slavery National Network’s (ASNN) work is radical, but straightforward in its aims. To 
truly abolish slavery and involuntary servitude in this country, ASNN looks to eliminate slavery 
exclusion causes from every state constitution that contains one. ASNN reminds us that state 
constitutions are not symbolic documents; they are living documents that form the basis for all 
our laws. The language that remains in our constitutions permitting slavery is immoral, and we 
must remove it. And this is what they have done.  
 
Working in coalition across the United States, ASNN organizers have organized and helped to 
abolish constitutional exception clauses in three states since 2018, specifically Colorado, 
Nebraska, and Utah; and they have three more campaigns underway in the states of California, 
New Jersey, and South Carolina. SOS funding helped to support the extension of ASNN’s state 
campaigns.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

https://abolishslavery.us/
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Bring Sundiata Acoli Home Alliance          Brooklyn, NY 
Awarded $5,000 
 
It is an oft-ignored fact that the United States still has many political prisoners trapped behind 
bars, one of whom is Sundiata Acoli, the 84-year-old former leader of the Harlem Black Panther 
Party. The Bring Sundiata Acoli Home Alliance (BSAHA) is a broad coalition of directly impacted 
individuals, organizations, advocates, family members, lawyers, and clergy who are dedicated 
to bringing attention to the plight of U.S. political prisoners, especially that of elders in prison 
like Sundiata. 
 
Sundiata has already served 48 years—more than twice his original sentence—and been denied 
parole eight times, despite having zero disciplinary actions over his last 27 years behind bars. 
His health has also deteriorated as a consequence of his age and having recently contracted 
COVID-19. Underpinning Sundiata’s case is a New Jersey parole system in dire need of reform.  
 

 
Data from the New Jersey Public Defender’s Office shows that 91% of individuals serving life 
sentences are denied parole at their first eligibility date and, of those denied, 30% were told 
not to apply for another four to nine years. Joseph J. Russo, Deputy Public Defender in New 
Jersey’s Appellate Section, has argued these data show the current parole system is in “direct 
contravention” with New Jersey’s Parole Act of 1979, which contains a presumption of release 
at an incarcerated person’s first parole eligibility date. 
 
Sundiata’s parole appeal was heard by the New Jersey Supreme Court in the fall of 2021, 
making that a critical moment in the campaign to free Sundiata. With SOS funds from CJI, 
BSAHA enlisted a professional communications firm to ensure maximum media attention 
leading up to and throughout the Supreme Court hearing. 
  

http://www.sundiataacolifc.org/
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OpenDoors                    Providence, RI 

Awarded $5,000 
 
OpenDoors is a nonprofit organization whose mission is to strengthen communities by 
supporting formerly incarcerated people. OpenDoors approached CJI for SOS funding to 
support a formerly incarcerated member of their staff to participate in Rhode Island’s newly 
created Special Legislative Commission on Justice Reinvestment and Reducing the Incarceration 
of Women. Rhode Island has only one women’s prison, whose total population shrunk to 
approximately 75 individuals during the COVID-19 pandemic, prompting some to ask whether 
there might be a better use for the money required to keep the prison open. 
 

It is critical that CJI and other 
funders continue to support 
the work of organizations like 
OpenDoors, especially 
considering that the number 
of incarcerated women in 
the US has grown by more 
than 700% since 1980, 
according to The Sentencing 
Project, with 
disproportionately more 
Black and Brown women 
incarcerated than their white 
counterparts. Thousands of 

women are being chewed up by the jaws of mass incarceration each year. This trend has an 
impact not only on the individuals who are being locked up, but on their families who need 
them home, and on their communities as well. According to The Sentencing Project, more than 
60% of women in state prisons have a child under the age of 18. 
 
OpenDoors hopes that their participation in this Commission will result in more than just the 
reduction of women incarcerated in Rhode Island, but ultimately bring about the closure of the 
prison and reinvestment of the associated resources back into affected communities. 
 
 

Righteous Organizing Collaborative     Akron, OH 
Awarded $5,000 
 
The Righteous Organizing Collaborative is a statewide organization that unites directly impacted 
people and communities to build a transformative base of power for social, racial, and 
economic justice in Ohio. They seek to build Black progressive community and political power 
through multiple organizing tactics, including political education, civic engagement, digital 
organizing, and training up-and-coming leaders in the movement. 
 

http://www.opendoorsri.org/
http://www.thefreedombloc.org/
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Righteous Organizing Collaborative sought SOS funding to address the pressing legal situation 
facing individuals who have been released from prison and placed under house arrest as part of 
the federal CARES Act, which was created in hopes of curbing the impact of the COVID-19 
pandemic among incarcerated populations. The Biden administration is considering granting 
commutations to those currently under house arrest who are serving time for nonviolent 
federal drug law violations and have less than four years left in their sentences. But we know 
that this is not enough.  
 

Over 430,000 incarcerated 
individuals have contracted COVID-
19 while in prison, accounting for 
more than one fifth of the entire U.S. 
incarcerated population, according 
to data from the COVID Prison 
Project. Being incarcerated should 
never amount to a death sentence 
by COVID. With SOS funding, the 
Righteous Organizing Collaborative 
held phone banks, launched social 
media blitzes, and engaged in letter-
writing campaigns to pressure those 
in power to do the right thing by 
keeping our people safe and setting 
them free. 
 
 

 
 
 

Community Healing & Transformative Justice 
 

Justice Teams Network             Oakland, CA 

Awarded $5,000 
 
Justice Teams Network seeks to connect the various organizations working to eradicate state 
violence against our communities within a powerful network that shares resources, 
information, and campaign strategies in real time, leading to bigger impacts and greater 
resilience for everyone. With CJI funding, Justice Teams Network worked to address the 
ongoing dual crises of state and street violence that have been ravaging our communities. 
 
Despite a lack of formal reporting and well-maintained databases, we know that over 1,000 
Americans are killed each year by agents of law enforcement. This is a staggering number of 
lives lost compared to an annual average of less than 30 for countries like Canada, Australia, 

https://justiceteams.org/our-vision
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and Germany, according to 
data from the Prison Policy 
Initiative. Justice Teams 
Network interrupts this 
cycle of violence by raising 
awareness around 
alternatives to policing and 
promoting healing in 
communities that have 
been the most affected by 
violence.  
 
CJI provided SOS funding to 
bring together community members impacted by state and street violence in a neutral space 
outside their respective neighborhoods. In this safe setting, organizers can better understand 
the divisions that lead to violence, identify common ground between stakeholders, and 
brainstorm new strategies for violence prevention. Justice Teams Network collected the 
strategies that emerged out of this convening for use in a published guide that was distributed 
throughout their network in California and will be used to in future train-the-trainer sessions. 
 
 

Project Hajra                             Jamaica, NY 

Awarded $5,000 
 

Project Hajra is a membership-based, peer-
supported transformative justice initiative 
working in through the local Arab, Middle 
Eastern, Muslim, and South and Central Asian 
(AMEMSA) communities in Queens, New York. 
Their organization began in 2011 in partnership 
with CONNECT-NYC to develop gender justice 
organizing programs by and for their 
communities. SOS funding supported a new 
initiative of Project Hajra to establish healing 
circles for their members led by a trauma-
informed peer therapist. This support was a 
paramount prerequisite before their 
communities could start to heal and begin to 
address the many issues they face.  

 
While violent hate crimes against Asian Americans are on the rise since the beginning of the 
COVID-19 pandemic, such as the deadly shootings in Atlanta in March 2021 that claimed the 
lives of eight women, it is important to also recognize how the roots of this violence extend 
beyond our current moment. The flames of anti-Asian hate have been fanned by harmful 
political rhetoric from presidential administrations old and new, and discriminatory immigration 

https://alliedmedia.org/projects/project-hajra
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practices have served to criminalize AMEMSA communities, especially those living in New York 
City. 
 
For example, Project Hajra calls attention to how programs of surveillance conducted by the 
New York Police Department and the FBI in the years following the 9/11 terrorist attacks 
have had a profound impact on their community members. By covertly infiltrating 
neighborhoods and religious communities comprised primarily of 28 different “ancestries of 
interest,” law enforcement agencies sowed fear and distrust among the city’s AMEMSA 
communities. Project Hajra reclaims community power by establishing spaces where their 
voices and thoughts can be free, and they can rebuild trust among their members. 
Communities represented by Project Hajra do not want more hate crime laws; they want 
healing and better mental health for their communities. 
 
 

Legal Support & Re-entry Work 
 

Beyond These Walls             Portland, OR 
Awarded $5,000 
 
Beyond These Walls was originally founded in 2011 as a project to send uplifting greeting cards 
to incarcerated LGBTQIA+ people during the holidays. However, over the next ten years, the 
organization’s understanding of what people in prison really needed and were asking for 
expanded dramatically as the organization itself grew in turn. Today they stand as a trans-led 
organization with an exclusively LGBTQIA+ staff and advisory committee dedicated to helping 
formerly incarcerated members of their community to become leaders in their fields of work 
and in the movement to transform the criminal legal system. 
 

 

http://www.beyondthesewallslgbt.org/
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Beyond These Walls came to CJI for SOS funding to aid in their re-entry efforts, which became 
overwhelmed by the flood of individuals being released from prison after COVID restrictions 
were lifted. Data from the National Transgender Discrimination Survey reports that 1 in 6 of all 
transgender people and nearly half of all Black trans people have been incarcerated. 
According to a 2018 report from the National Center for Transgender Equality, over a third of 
all trans people in prison report being harassed by prison staff and/or assaulted by other 
inmates. 
 
 

InnerVizion                           Brighton, MA 

Awarded $5,000 
 
InnerVizion supports formerly incarcerated individuals and their families throughout the re-
entry process with a trauma-informed, holistic, mind-body approach. The organization’s 
Personal & Professional Empowerment Program (PPEP) is the core of their work, and CJI is 
proud to have supported this program. InnerVizion’s PPE program operates through a 
combination of spiritual development and guidance, prison reform advocacy, skills 
development workshops, career training, and financial and wellness education. 
 
With aid from CJI’s SOS Fund, InnerVizion 
expanded their PPEP work to reach a total 
of 50 participants and host a series of five, 
five-week-long training sessions in 2022. 
Cognizant of the many stressors affecting 
formerly incarcerated individuals, 
InnerVizion also paid each participant 
$200 per week for completion of each 
phase of the PPEP, for a total of $1,000 in 
direct aid per person. 
 
Formerly incarcerated people are faced with numerous obstacles to employment following 
release. Discrimination in hiring can take many forms: having to explain one’s criminal record 
on a job application, persuading hiring managers to overlook gaps in a resume due to 
incarceration, or dealing with the more generalized stigmas that come with being formerly 
incarcerated. This is one of many ways that punishment for a crime extends far beyond an 
individual’s sentence. By speaking to the needs of the whole person, InnerVizion is doing their 
part to interrupt the status quo and provide new opportunities for personal growth. 
 
  

https://innervizion.org/


 
SOS Rapid Response Fund | 2021 Grantee Profiles  10 
 

 

The Elevation Project               Philadelphia, PA 

Awarded $5,000 
 
The Elevation Project’s (Elevation) mission is to meet the needs of both at-risk and formerly 
incarcerated individuals by providing holistic services in a safe and supportive, empowering 
environment to enable fresh starts and open new pathways. Their organization supports 
community members at risk of incarceration through a participatory defense network known as 
the Haddington Participatory Defense Hub, among other services. 
 

Elevation came to CJI seeking SOS funds to 
help expand their participatory defense work. 
They purchased video equipment, including 
lights and microphones, allowing those they 
serve to create short documentaries about 
individual cases, the importance of 
compassionate release due to COVID-19, and 
other critical issues. Due to the pandemic, 
many basic legal rights are being curtailed or 
effectively rescinded, such as the right to a 
speedy trial and the right to face one’s 
accuser in court. Elevation hopes that these 
short documentaries will help keep 
individuals free from incarceration and serve 
as an invaluable teaching tool for educating 
the greater Philadelphia community about 
the problems plaguing the criminal legal 
system. 

 
 

What’s Next Washington                       Seattle, WA 

Awarded $5,000 
 
What’s Next Washington is an organization of formerly incarcerated individuals and allies 
working to improve the ability of people with conviction histories to reintegrate into society 
and achieve long-term economic stability.  
 
Through their Partnering for an Inclusive Workforce Project (PIWP), What’s Next Washington 
engages employers to develop plans for recruiting, hiring, and retaining formerly incarcerated 
people. Developed by those who have been directly impacted by incarceration, the PIWP 
program also hopes to create systemic change by spreading the word about the long-term 
impacts of mass incarceration and the post-incarceration discrimination that so often 
prevents those with criminal records from fully rejoining society upon release. 
 

https://www.weelevate215.org/
https://www.whatsnextwashington.org/
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Though What’s Next Washington has found great success working in their home region of the 
Pacific Northwest, they are 
eager to expand their reach 
and form new partnerships 
with similarly focused 
organizations.  
 
CJI’s SOS Fund supported the 
development of a “Train the 
Trainer” event held in 
February 2022 in Seattle, WA. 
The event was organized in 
collaboration with partner 
organizations, Women 
Against Mass Incarceration 
and Re-N-Force Reentry, with the aim of connecting ten local groups and three other 
organizations from Ohio, Georgia, and Connecticut. 
 
 

Health Justice 
 

Alianza Translatinx           Santa Ana, CA 
Awarded $5,000 
 
The first organization in Orange County, CA led by transgender people of color, Alianza 
Translatinx aims to protect, defend, and advocate for the needs and rights of the transgender 
Latinx community and other marginalized communities. Alianza Translatinx also assists the 

transgender and gender non-
conforming community in Santa Ana 
through direct services, such as 
providing hot food, patient navigation 
services, health education, linkages to 
care, gender marker and name 
change support, and referrals to 
medical and prevention services. 
 
Alianza Translatinx looks to expand 
their efforts in the field of health 
justice in 2022. In 2020, the 
organization became a co-sponsor of 
the Transgender Wellness and Equity 
Fund, recently established in 
California via new legislation 

(AB2218). The statewide bill seeks to allocate funds as grants to organizations serving 

https://alianzatranslatinx.org/
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transgender, gender non-conforming, and intersex (TGI) communities as well as healthcare 
providers that have established relationships with such organizations. These funds will be used 
to create and facilitate holistic healthcare programs for TGI people by providing medical care 
and mental health support, along with training for healthcare providers on TGI health and best 
practices. 
 
With the boost of SOS funding, Alianza Translatinx will be able to provide one of their volunteer 
staff members serving on the Transgender Wellness and Equity Fund’s executive committee 
with a stipend to ensure the continuation of this critical work. And it is much needed work. 
According to a recent report from the Center for American Progress, nearly half of all 
transgender people and 68 percent of transgender people of color reported having 
experienced mistreatment from a healthcare provider, including refusal of care and verbal 
and physical abuse. 
 
 

Freedom Overground                     Marietta, GA 

Awarded $5,000 
 
Freedom Overground works to ensure the safety and dignity of incarcerated and formerly 
incarcerated LGBTQIA+ communities with the aim of amplifying their voices and empowering 
them before, during, and after incarceration. LGBTQIA+ folks tend to experience assault, sexual 
abuse, and other forms of systemic violence, such as the denial of medical care, at higher rates 
than other populations. A 2017 report from the Prison Policy Initiative goes so far as to label 
the overall state of transgender incarceration policies as “dismal.” 
 
The COVID-19 pandemic has been used in some cases to further isolate and target LGBTQIA+ 
prisoners, including those who are HIV positive, by placing them in dorms that have been 
quarantined for those infected with COVID-19. In one particularly appalling case, a person was 
left in a cell with their deceased bunkmate for seven days before they were able to reach help.  
 
With support from CJI’s SOS Fund, Freedom Overground is reviving printed editions of its 
Resource Guides and supplying them to their contacts on the inside. These free guides cover a 
wealth of information on topics ranging from filing a grievance, lodging medical requests or 
complaints, finding free legal support, and the best ways to protect against COVID-19.  
 
 
 

 
  

https://www.freedomoverground.org/
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Protections for Sex Workers 
 

Best Practices Policy Project      Morristown, NJ 
Awarded $5,000 
 
Best Practices Policy Project (BPPP) is a national, sex worker-led organization dedicated to 
supporting sex workers and related communities in the United States. CJI provided SOS funding 
to support BPPP’s ongoing efforts to address the dual crises of COVID-19 and anti-Black police 
brutality, both of which uniquely impact those working in the sex trade. For example, the 
livelihoods of sex workers have been greatly disrupted by the effects of COVID-19 causing 
many to be unable to work, leading to food and housing insecurity. 
 
BPPP utilized CJI funds to educate their communities on COVID-19 policies, connect at-risk 
community members, and mobilize community members around meeting their various 
political, financial, and emotional needs. BPPP’s information is shedding new light on the critical 
issues facing sex workers today and the urgent need for policy justice. 
 
 

ESPLER Project, Inc.             San Francisco, CA 
Awarded $5,000               
 

The Erotic Service Provider Legal Education and Research (ESPLER) Project, Inc. is a diverse, 
community-based organization that seeks to empower those working in erotic services and 
advance sexual privacy rights through legal advocacy, education, and research. Part of their 
work addresses the threat of high numbers of sex workers being arrested under “clean up the 
streets” law enforcement crackdowns on consensual sex work ahead of massive conventions 
and major sporting events like the 2022 Super Bowl in Los Angeles.  
 
ESPLER approached CJI for SOS funding to combat misinformation in mainstream media that 
often conflates sex trafficking with consensual sex work, used in the past to justify law 
enforcement crackdowns on sex workers. ESPLER subsequently launched targeted media 
campaigns ahead of the 2022 Super Bowl informing sex workers of their rights. They also 
mobilized affected communities to protect each other from police discrimination and mass 
arrest. 
  

http://bestpracticespolicy.org/
https://esplerp.org/
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Immigration Reform & Advocacy 
 

Families for Freedom           New York, NY 
Awarded $5,000 
 
Families for Freedom was created 20 years ago in response to the increased policing and 
surveillance of Arab, Muslim, and other targeted communities after the 9/11 terrorist attacks. 
What began as a modest operation—an informal network focused on mutual aid and 
education—has grown into an organization working to dismantle the brutally inhumane U.S. 
immigration enforcement and detention systems. 
 
With SOS funding, Families for Freedom worked to advance the goals of its “New Way Forward” 
campaign by shifting public discourse around immigration and criminality and building support 
among policy makers. They ultimately aspire to see federal legislation passed that would repeal 
the Illegal Immigration Reform and Immigrant Responsibility Act of 1996, which made it far 
easier for immigrants to be unfairly and improperly deported while politically and rhetorically 
casting administrative immigration issues as criminal offenses. 
 
 

 
Families for Freedom’s “New Way Forward” campaign takes its name from a bill first introduced 
to the U.S. legislature in 2019 by Rep. Jesús “Chuy” García and reintroduced in 2021. Several 
key components of the bill and this campaign aim to separate immigration proceedings from 
the criminal legal system and give immigrants a fair shot at creating a life in the United States. 
Two such proposals cover the prohibition of state and local law enforcement from aiding in the 
apprehension, investigation, transport, or detention of undocumented immigrants, and the 
closure of private prisons and detention centers used to house immigrants. 

https://familiesforfreedom.net/
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Organized Communities Against Deportations   Chicago, IL 

Awarded $5,000 
 
Organized Communities Against Deportations (OCAD) is on a mission to defend immigrant 
communities, challenge the institutions that target and dehumanize them, and build collective 
power through grassroots organizing and cross-movement building.  
 
OCAD approached CJI for SOS funding to support its pen pal program for individuals under 
immigrant detention at the McHenry County Jail. While their ultimate goal is to end the 
McHenry County contract with U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE), their 
immediate aim is aggressively advocating for prosecutorial discretion and the consequent 
release of as many people as possible.  

 
In 2019, US detention centers 
held an average of over 50,000 
people each day, with over 
80% of all individuals held in 
facilities owned by private 
companies, according to 
Detention Watch Network. 
Underpinning this detention 
system is a massive network of 
more than 200 facilities that 
include private prisons, as well 
as state and local prisons like 
the McHenry County Jail, which 
contract with ICE to hold 
immigrant detainees.  
 
The conditions in many of these 
facilities are beyond appalling, 
especially during COVID-19. 
Physicians for Human Rights 
reports the widespread use of 

involuntary medical force-feeding as a common response to hunger strikes organized by 
detained immigrants in protest of abhorrent conditions of confinement during the pandemic. 
These procedures are cruel, inhumane, and some international human rights groups have 
declared that such forced medical procedures amount to torture. 
 
 

  

http://www.organizedcommunities.org/
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Youth Leadership 
 

(F.R.E.S.H.) Fully Restoring Every Sons Hope       Cheverly, MD 
Awarded $5,000 
 
F.R.E.S.H. is a community-based organization operating across several issue areas to help 
develop safe and productive communities by demonstrating positive models for young people. 
On average, the United States has nearly 60,000 young people incarcerated on any given day, 
according to the ACLU. Furthermore, an estimated 250,000 children are prosecuted in adult 
criminal courts and dealt adult criminal convictions each year. In F.R.E.S.H.’s home state of 
Maryland, for example, there were over 700 young people incarcerated in 2013, with young 
people of color facing incarceration at more than four times the rate of their white 
counterparts. 
 
An SOS grant from CJI funded F.R.E.S.H.’s know-your-rights sessions for young people in their 
community, equipping them with invaluable lessons about how to safely interact with law 
enforcement agents as well as the political and legal processes surrounding incarceration and 
the prison industrial complex. Through building up strong, young leaders, the hope is that this 
organization can help turn their communities into safe havens filled with hope and prosperity. 
 

 
 
 
 
  

http://fullyrestoringeverysonshope.com/
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Incarcerated Nation Network, Inc.      Bronx, NY 
Awarded $5,000 
 
Incarcerated Nation Network looks to provide a positive reintegration experience for those 
returning from prison and to transform the U.S. criminal legal system away from one that relies 
on mass incarceration. The Network also runs the Youth Anti-Prison Project (YAPP), which 
houses, trains, and supports justice-impacted young people by empowering them to become 
strong advocates for themselves and their communities.  
 
With CJI SOS funding, Incarcerated Nation Network organized weekly outreach and organizing 
events to train young, formerly incarcerated people to become effective and credible 
messengers who speak out about the challenges they faced in the system. Their efforts 
prioritized the improvement of conditions in New York City prisons, addressing the notoriously 
appalling conditions at Rikers Island, and holding city jails accountable to the newly passed 
HALT Bill limiting segregated (solitary) confinement. 

 
New York State recently saw the closure of two juvenile facilities in 2021, and the total number 
of incarcerated young people has dropped between 2010 and 2018. Nevertheless, these 
developments alone have not led to significant improvements in the quality of life for those 
individuals who are incarcerated, nor has it had an impact on the racial disparities of 
incarceration.  
 
Young people of color still represented 70% of all young people in state criminal custody in 
2020, despite being only 42% of the state’s under-18 population. These numbers are even 
worse when examining the racial demographics of high-security juvenile detention centers. Of 
the 85 young people held in high-security youth prisons at the end of 2020, 74 of them (87%) 
were people of color.  

https://www.incarceratednationnetwork.org/youth-anti-prison-project
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Mutual Aid 

 

Equality for Flatbush             Brooklyn, NY 
Awarded $5,000 
 
Equality for Flatbush (E4F) is a Black/POC-led, grassroots organization that advances police 
accountability, affordable housing, and anti-gentrification/anti-displacement work across 
Brooklyn, NY.  
 
Like many progressive organizations, E4F shifted and expanded its focus over the last year to 
better address the needs of their communities during the COVID-19 pandemic. The result of 
their efforts is the Brooklyn Shows Love Mutual Aid Project. Their mutual aid hub has operated 
since the beginning of the pandemic as a safe space for community members to receive 
necessary supplies and organize. CJI provided SOS funding for E4F to maintain their critical 
mutual aid work and launch a community oral history project aimed at collecting stories of 
resilience. 
 

It is so important that this work 
continue because, while the pandemic 
changed the world for everyone, it was 
especially impactful upon 
undocumented Black and Brown 
communities in New York City, like 
those E4F serves. According to NYC 
data, Black and Latinx people are more 
likely to have lost a job or wages due to 
COVID-19. Undocumented New Yorkers 
have struggled even more as they are 
unable to claim state and federal aid in 
the form of stimulus checks or 
unemployment benefits. 

 
 

Women Against Mass Incarceration       Bridgeport, CT 
Awarded $5,000 
 
Women Against Mass Incarceration (WAMI) is a nonprofit organization working to empower 
women, girls, and families who have been directly or indirectly impacted by incarceration, 
survivors of trauma, and those seeking support. Through their re-entry work, advocacy, and 
political education, WAMI’s mission is to elevate, educate, and empower women and girls as 
part of a broader effort to end mass incarceration. 
 

http://www.equalityforflatbush.org/
http://www.wamict.org/
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When Hurricane Ida slammed 
into the Eastern seaboard in 
August 2021, it left many 
people and organizations in a 
state of emergency. Massive 
floods shutdown roadways, 
downed trees and electrical 
lines, and severely damaged 
homes and offices. WAMI was 
one of the many groups 
affected by this natural 
disaster, as their office was 
flooded and rendered 
unusable for normal 
operations.  
 
CJI saw the need and stepped in to provide urgent SOS funding for WAMI to buy air purifiers, 
dehumidifiers, and other supplies necessary for them to address some of the damage and 
restart normal operations. Additionally, WAMI utilized CJI funds to provide food and clothing 
for community members who were similarly impacted by the storm. 
 
As global climate change continues taking its toll and natural weather cycles become more 
erratic and dangerous, it is even more important to consider how our people and organizations 
can build community resiliency and bolster their disaster preparedness. Time and again, we 
have observed that Black and Brown communities are most severely impacted by extreme 
weather events and are often the last to receive aid. Vulnerable communities are also prone 
to being taken advantage of by exploitative speculators looking to profit from the destruction 
by displacing local communities and erecting building developments in their place. CJI applauds 
WAMI for their resiliency and we are so proud to be able to provide SOS Fund emergency 
assistance to WAMI as they rebuild to get back to supporting the needs of their constituents. 
 
 

Voting Rights 

 

BVM Capacity Building Institute             Atlanta, GA 
Awarded $5,000 
 
The right to vote has increasingly come under attack by far-right politicians, jurists, and pundits 
seeking to disenfranchise our communities and deny people their most basic of democratic 
rights. These attacks have taken the form of gerrymandering, changes to local election 
procedures, and perhaps most alarmingly in the dismantling of the 1965 Voting Rights Act by 
the U.S. Supreme Court, first in 2013 and again in 2021. 
 

https://bvmcapacitybuilding.org/
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The Black Voters Matter (BVM) Capacity Building Institute stands strong against the 
infringement of our people’s rights through their widely publicized efforts to get voters to the 
polls, develop young leaders, provide community civic education, and more. For these reasons 
and others, CJI’s SOS Fund was proud to support BVM and their work organizing the historic 
Make Good Trouble Rally, which took place on August 28, 2021, marking the 58th anniversary of 
the March on Washington for Jobs and Freedom. 
 

The Rally aimed to publicize and build 
support for several legislative priorities, 
especially the passage of the John Lewis 
Voting Rights Advancement Act and House 
Resolution (HR) 40, Commission to Study 
and Develop Reparation Proposals for 
African Americans Act. Additionally, the 
Rally drew attention to the need for D.C. to 
be granted full statehood, efforts to end the 
Senate filibuster, implementation of a 
national $15 minimum wage, cancelation of 
student debt, and to elicit commitments 
from political leaders to develop a green 
economy. Thousands were in attendance, 
and the event successfully brought 
mainstream media attention to many of 
these issues. 

 
 

SawariMedia            Lathrup Village, MI 
Awarded $5,000 
 
SawariMedia is the organization of Amani Sawari, a writer and organizer who was recruited 
shortly after her graduation from college by people incarcerated in South Carolina’s Lee County 
Correctional Institution to help elevate their national demands. Since then, Amani has 
developed and produced multiple print publications distributed to incarcerated readers across 
the country.  
 
Her current work, which was the focus of her SOS funding request to CJI, is called the 
Right2Vote Report. Published bimonthly, the report is focused on protecting people’s right to 
be informed while engaging people in prison in the legislative processes that govern their 
lives. The report reaches thousands of readers in hundreds of prisons serving sentences across 
32 states and is provided free to its readership. 
 
SawariMedia recently partnered with Spread the Vote to expand their Vote by Mail in Jail 
program supporting eligible voters who are incarcerated across Michigan to participate in their 
local and state elections via absentee ballot. In addition to making direct contact with eligible 
voters on the inside, SawariMedia hosted monthly webinars to educate family members and 

https://right2vote.report/
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other support networks about how they can help enroll their incarcerated loved ones to receive 
the organization’s voting materials. 
 
As of 2020, 5.2 million Americans were barred from voting due to state laws that 
disenfranchise individuals with a felony conviction, according to The Sentencing Project. In 11 
of the most extreme states, the voting rights of formerly incarcerated people may continue to 
be restricted even after they have served their sentence and are no longer on probation or 
parole. These individuals account for nearly 60% of the entire disenfranchised population. This 
stark reality underscores why it is so critical that SawariMedia’s efforts continue. To build a 
truly just and equitable society, we must first ensure that everyone has a say in our democratic 
process. Serving time in prison should never be reason enough to strip someone of their most 
sacred right to vote. 
 
 

Houseless Rights 

 

Fund for Empowerment              Phoenix, AZ 
Awarded $5,000 
 
Founded in 2018, Fund for Empowerment organizes with people experiencing houselessness 
and their allies to combat marginalizing and discriminatory policies targeting their communities. 
Their mission is to develop community-based resources for houseless individuals through direct 
services, capacity building trainings, and project support. 
 
More than 7,000 houseless individuals were living in Phoenix in 2020, with over half of those 
classified as unsheltered, according to city data. This number has been steadily increasing over 
the years, with the unsheltered population alone growing by 18% between 2019 and 2020. 

https://fundforempowerment.org/
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Nevertheless, people experiencing houselessness continue to be socially and politically 
excluded from the public sphere, with few to no options to make their voices heard.  
Fund for Empowerment used SOS funding from CJI to boost their efforts in support of the 
houseless population in Phoenix, specifically through participating in an investigation opened 
by the U.S. Department of Justice into the treatment of houseless individuals at the hands of 
Phoenix police. A common tactic used to clear houseless encampments is to seize and destroy 
individuals’ property and make mass arrests based on minor infractions, such as the 
obstruction of a public thoroughfare or trespassing on public property. Fund for 
Empowerment looks to make the most of this opportunity by encouraging their houseless 
members to actively participate in the DOJ investigation, contribute their testimonies to the 
media, and engage in protests. 
 
 

Community Defense & Empowerment 

 

All of Us or None – Wisconsin       Milwaukee, WI 
Awarded $5,000 
 
All of Us or None (AOUON) Wisconsin is an organization 
led by formerly incarcerated people whose goal is to 
strengthen the voices of people most affected by mass 
incarceration and the expansion of the prison-industrial 
complex. Like many progressive organizations dedicated 
to ending mass incarceration, AOUON was heavily 
involved in the movement uprisings that took place 
across the country in 2020 in response to the murders of 
George Floyd, Jacob Blake, and others at the hands of law 
enforcement. It was at one of these constitutionally 
protected protests in Kenosha, WI, where 17-year-old 
Kyle Rittenhouse fatally shot two men and wounded 
another – all three were members of AOUON Wisconsin. 
 
For many in the movement against mass incarceration and police brutality, the actions of Kyle 
Rittenhouse serve as a perfect example of the kind of white supremacist, vigilantism that has 
always been at the root of this country’s approach to law enforcement. From fugitive slave 
patrols to the Proud Boys, there have always been white men with guns who believe they 
have the right to take the law into their own hands and inflict violence to uphold a 
discriminatory status quo. Despite reports from the Brennan Center for Justice, New America, 
and statements from the FBI, the threat of white supremacist violence continues to be ignored 
and obscured by the mainstream media’s commentary focused on personal self-defense and 
the protection of private property.  
 
It was with this knowledge that members of AOUON Wisconsin bravely stood watch outside the 
courthouse in Kenosha, bracing for a not-guilty verdict that many sadly predicted. In 

https://www.wiaouon.org/
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anticipation of Rittenhouse’s acquittal, All of Us or None-WI requested SOS funding from CJI to 
help bolster their communications network through the purchase of high-end radio equipment, 
deemed critical for future protest efforts in case law enforcement scrambled cell signals, as was 
done in the past.  
 
Though the calls for justice for Kyle Rittenhouse’s victims went unanswered, CJI is proud to 
have supported the Wisconsin chapter of All of Us or None and will continue to stand in 
solidarity with protesters across the country, who are willing to put their lives on the line, face 
down police and their white supremacist brothers in arms, and fight for a world free from state 
violence. 
 
 

Voices of Strength               Laguna Beach, CA 
Awarded $5,000 
 

A 2015 report released by the U.S. Bureau of 
Justice Statistics and further detailed by statistical 
analysis blog FiveThirtyEight estimates that more 
than 1,200 Americans are killed by police every 
year – a number that many experts still dispute as 
under-representing the reality since national 
statistics are not standardized.  
 
Voices of Strength (VOS) was launched in 2020 and 
is led by a group of people, all of whom have had 
loved ones killed by police. Their goal is to shine a 
bright light on the stories of those who have had 
their lives stolen from them and to amplify the 
voices of their families and survivors. To this end, 
VOS hosts a weekly podcast where families share 

their stories, a healing act critical for maintaining a historical record given the lack of reliable 
records keeping and the control that police exert over media narratives. 
 
CJI’s SOS funding went toward the development of a digital organizing hub for Voices of 
Strength’s community. This digital space includes a blog for VOS staff and guest writers to 
submit opinion pieces and other forms of journalistic work related to the movement against 
police brutality, a members-only forum for the community to safely gather and share strategies, 
and a database designed to track and easily display information on officer-involved killings.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://www.voicesofstrength.info/
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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

