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I. EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
The Overbrook Foundation’s Board of Directors is engaged in a year-long strategic 
review of its mission and values, its programs, board operations and management.  The 
review arose out of Board recognition that 1) Foundation resources for supporting its 
grantmaking programs would most likely be somewhat constrained over the next several 
years as the U.S. economy slowly recovers and 2) nearly 10 years had passed since the 
Board undertook a comprehensive review of the Foundation’s mission and values, its 
grantmaking programs and its management.   
 
As one part of that review, the Board directed staff to respond to a series of questions 
about its Environment and Human Rights Programs and to make recommendations for 
future grantmaking.  The goal of this paper is to respond to those questions and to offer a 
roadmap for moving the Environment and Human Rights Programs forward over the 
next several years.  The recommendations offered represent staff’s judgment about those 
opportunities and objectives achievable working within the expected constraints facing 
the Foundation.   
 
Environment Program 
 
Status of The Overbrook Foundation Conservation Fellows Program—For a variety of 
reasons, the Foundation is no longer operating this fellows program.  However, staff 
believes that the Foundation should remain open to future fellowship opportunities. 
 
Geographic Focus—After providing context for the decision to focus on conservation of 
biodiversity in Brazil, Mexico and Ecuador over the past decade, staff offers a rationale 
and recommendation to extend that focus to the nations of Central America and suggests 
several criteria beyond geographic focus for deciding upon future grantmaking 
opportunities. 
 
Climate Change—While both conservation of biodiversity and sustainable consumption 
are directly linked to climate change, moving forward staff would recommend that a 
project’s potential for mitigating climate change should be a stated criterion upon which 
it is judged.  In particular, staff would keep energy efficiency as a focus within the 
Sustainable Production and Consumption Program. 
 
Human Rights Program 
 
Advancing the Domestic Human Rights Movement—The Overbrook Foundation, since 
2005, has played a key leadership role in funding those domestic groups that are turning 
to use of a human rights frame to advance their missions.  Through participation in the 
U.S. Human Rights Fund, Overbrook is part of the largest collaborative of funders 
working together to build the human rights movement.  Staff believes this work should 
remain central to the Human Rights Program. 
 
Gender Rights—The Board asked about the Foundation’s particular areas of involvement 
in advancing women’s rights and LGBT rights, both of which have a long history of 
Foundation support.   
 

 Women’s Rights—Staff discusses the growth of the Reproductive Justice 
movement and the rationale for a Foundation focus on it as a strategy for 
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advancing women’s rights, including abortion rights. Staff recommends 
continued support of this movement. 

 

 LGBT Rights—Staff reviews the Foundation’s long-term involvement in 
advancing LGBT equality and the developing evidence that the fight for marriage 
equality for same-sex couples is playing an important role in the broader 
campaign for LGBT equality.  Therefore, staff recommends continuing to focus 
the Foundation’s LGBT grantmaking on the campaign to achieve marriage 
equality. 

 
Media Reform—Support of non-profit media has been a part of Overbrook’s grantmaking 
since the 1960s.  Staff recommends continued support of non-profit electronic and print 
media and efforts to reform the media landscape as the Foundation’s sole contribution to 
progressive movement building in the U.S. Staff believes that efforts to strengthen a 
vibrant media—more than any of its other efforts in “movement building”—would benefit 
the work of all its grantees and allow the Foundation to continue its role as an advocate 
for a free and dynamic press.  Staff also recommends that support of other non-media 
grantees presently identified as a part of its movement building efforts be phased out.   
 
Holding the U.S. Accountable for Meeting Its Human Rights Obligations in the War on 
Terror—Over a short period of time, the Bush Administration up-ended many U.S. 
principles ranging from its absolute prohibition on the use of torture in obtaining 
information from enemy combatants to the privacy rights of U.S. citizens.  In recent 
years, a richly funded effort by the Open Society Institute and The Atlantic 
Philanthropies has been launched to combat these abuses and the Obama 
Administration has retreated on some of the more egregious human rights violations of 
the earlier Administration.  Staff recommends that the Foundation no longer consider 
requests for support of work on these issues. 
 
International Grantmaking in Latin America—Directors asked for the rationale behind 
focusing part of the Foundation’s Human Rights Program on international grants 
targeting Latin America.  Staff provides a brief history of Foundation involvement in 
Latin America and the rationale for its current involvement including a description of the 
two major components supported; i.e., defending human rights defenders and gender 
rights. 
 
Conclusion  
 
Staff believes that the recommendations summarized here and found in the paper that 
follow offer a roadmap that matches those resources likely available over the next several 
years to achievable objectives for both the Environment and Human Rights Programs.  
Staff recommends that the Board adopt these recommendations as a guide for directing 
the Foundation’s grantmaking programs. 
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II. Environment Program 
 
A.  Introduction In this section, Environment Program staff responds to the following 
strategic questions put forth by the Board of Directors:  
 

1. What is the status of The Overbrook Foundation Conservation Fellows Program? 
2. Why does the biodiversity conservation grantmaking focus on Brazil, Mexico and 

Ecuador?  How were these three countries chosen and should they remain the 
focus going forward? 

3. What are the plans for supporting climate change initiatives?  
 
Staff also makes broad recommendations for future funding in the environment 
program.  
 
The Environment Program regularly examines the outcomes of its work, learning from 
successes and setbacks alike, scrutinizing grant recipients and trying to find the best 
possible paths to meaningful and just change.  It also tries to get the best bang for its 
buck with each and every grant.  
 
Looking back, there are areas where the Program’s funding has resulted in meaningful 
and palpable change.  At the same time, some grant support has fallen flat with little to 
no measurable value. The majority of the grants given have fallen somewhere in 
between: definitely adding value, yet not necessarily pushing past a tipping point toward 
major change.  
 
One early observation of the Conservation 2050 project (initiated and funded by The 
Overbrook Foundation) is that many conservation organizations are stuck in a “hold the 
fort” mentality.  While this state is important for not losing further ground (i.e. more coal 
plants, new incinerators, etc.), it does not move the planet toward real long-term 
solutions.  These groups can get stuck on a fundraising treadmill, either chasing money 
by taking on projects that are poorly matched with their mission or by keeping some 
projects going for multiple years despite dubious or uncertain effectiveness.  It is the 
Environment Program’s mission, moving forward, to seek out those groups that are “off 
the treadmill.” 
 
The purpose of this report is not to explain why continued support to environmental/ 
conservation issues remains so imperative.  (However, staff would be happy to prepare 
such a report upon request.)  The purpose of this memo is to reflect on The Overbrook 
Foundation’s continued role in advancing the environmental agenda for the planet’s 
future and to propose goals for the Environment Program’s future initiatives and 
grantmaking.  Our environment is in a perilous state and signs of this are all around us. 
Staff believes much progress is possible but major obstacles to achieving substantial, 
lasting success remain. Broadly, it is the goal of The Overbrook Foundation’s 
Environment Program to meet those obstacles with innovation and to seek out solutions 
with potentially far-reaching impacts.  
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B.  The Overbrook Foundation Conservation Fellows Program 
 
What is the status of The Overbrook Foundation Conservation Fellows Program? 
 
In 2002, The Overbrook Foundation Board approved funds to partner with CERC (The 
Center for Environmental Research and Conservation based at Columbia University) to 
create a fellowship to support leading conservationists in Latin America.  The Fellowship 
was intended to foster leadership, cooperation, inspiration and desperately needed 
support to dedicated conservationists who would continue their efforts in Latin America. 
Each of the forty-one Fellows named from 2002 to 2010 was awarded $10,000 each year 
for two years.  A complete list of Fellows is attached.  
 
Fellows were nominated by a group of conservation executives in the United States and 
Latin America. A review committee comprised of colleagues in the foundation 
community volunteered to select the winners.  While each and every Fellow selected 
went on to do incredible work (one Fellow chosen became a top government official 
before accepting the award and never actually received it), the list of candidates became 
increasingly narrow.  This was caused by a combination of factors:   
 

 The official Nominators worked at a limited number of organizations and began 
nominating candidates too close to their own organizations rather than 
attempting to solicit candidates from a wider audience.  

 
 The Fellowship administrators at Columbia, while wanting to continue the 

program, did not seem willing or able to build a stronger and wider set of 
Nominators which would have deepened the candidate pool.  

 
 With the downturn in the economy, it became more difficult for the Foundation 

to commit to the Fellowship program, approximately $125,000 annually to 
Columbia, while maintaining the robustness of the broader environment 
program.  

 
Finally, over the course of the Fellowship, staff sensed the program was slipping through 
the cracks at Columbia and on several occasions found it necessary to sit down with the 
administrators to refocus them.  While this extra involvement on the Foundation’s part 
was not a deal breaker, it did lead to concerns that the program might have received 
more attention if it had been housed at a smaller institution. (This issue was broached 
with The Overbrook Board on several occasions.)  
 
Overall, staff concludes that this is an appropriate time to wind down The 
Overbrook Conservation Fellows program.  Fellows continue to report that the 
added support was extremely beneficial and that camaraderie has grown among the 
collective cohorts.  While it is unfortunate that the entire group was never able to get 
together in person, the Fellows’ individual work has proven to be impressive and staff 
believes its impact will live on for years to come, from research results and important 
book projects to community organizing and the training of young people. 
 
Even though this Fellowship program focused on conservationists in Latin America has 
ceased to operate, staff recommends that the Foundation remain open to supporting the 
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innovation, leadership and individual genius.  In the future, should an opportunity arise 
to develop a new fellowship program, it should be seriously considered. 
 
 
C.  The Environment Program’s Geographic Focus in Latin America 
 
Why is the biodiversity conservation grantmaking focus on Brazil, Mexico and 
Ecuador? How were these three countries chosen and should they remain the focus 
going forward? 
 
Through the late 1990s, The Overbrook Foundation’s environment grants typically 
provided general support to a small number of the major national and international 
conservation organizations based in the U.S.  General support grants to groups like 
World Wildlife Fund and the Natural Resources Defense Council were fairly common. 
However, by the turn of the century, the Board was becoming more interested in 
focusing its grantmaking and international biodiversity conservation was a high priority.  
 
In early 2001, the Board asked for a range of programmatic options in order to better 
focus its grantmaking in the area of biodiversity conservation.  The Board had already 
decided to look solely in Latin America due to financial constraints and the desire to 
focus on a manageable region geographically. (At that time, the Foundation was 
receiving a plethora of proposals from all over the world, including dozens and dozens of 
unsolicited letters of inquiry from Africa and Asia. Each of these letters required a 
response.)  
 
After several months of discussion, it was decided to limit grants to Brazil, Mexico and 
Ecuador and, in rare cases, based on critical need and timing, to consider special grants 
outside of this area. These countries were chosen because they had considerable 
biodiversity at risk, stable governments, were sound financially and had a developed 
conservation movement with strong connections to community leaders.  
 
In retrospect, limiting support to Mexico, Brazil and Ecuador in Latin America has for 
the most part proven to be a wise decision.  There have been times when excellent 
proposals from other countries arrived or when staff found groups with intriguing ideas 
that fell outside the Foundation’s geographic limitations.  
 
Recommendations Going forward, the Environment Program recommends 
maintaining its focus on biodiversity conservation.  Biodiversity is still being 
lost at a staggering rate and fewer and fewer dollars are being granted to conserve what 
remains.  Biodiversity loss and climate change, the two most important (and 
interrelated) environmental issues on the planet, should not be abandoned as the 
Environment Program reconsiders it focus. 
 
Program staff recommends that the geographic focus be extended a bit to 
encompass the countries of Central America, which include Belize, 
Guatemala, Costa Rica, El Salvador, Honduras, Nicaragua and Panama.  
These countries are small, like the majority of conservation organizations based in them, 
but each is home to critically threatened forest and important, rich biodiversity pockets.  
 
Staff does not believe adding Central America to the docket of potential grantees will 
overwhelm or dilute the program’s grantmaking.  To the contrary, staff is convinced this 
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addition will open the Foundation to a new and interesting array of projects, providing 
fresh perspectives on conservation and new opportunities to support communities’ 
management of critical habitat.  In places like Guatemala and Panama, for example, 
where there have been ongoing land struggles between indigenous communities and 
governments, support from the Foundation could give that extra push needed to make 
lasting partnerships in conservation and community renewal.  
 
Moving forward, Program Staff believe there are several criteria that should be added to 
the geographic focus in determining which projects best advance the Foundation’s 
objectives in biodiversity conservation.  They recommend adoption of a new framework 
for all of proposals under evaluation that, in addition to geographic focus, would 
include:1 
 

1. Potential Impact - does the project have a clearly defined objective that is 
attainable, measurable, valuable and potentially transferable? 

 
2. Innovation –  is the project innovating in its use of a new concept or idea in order 

to solve a problem?  
 

3. Opportunity – would it matter if this project were funded the same time next year 
or ten years from now?  Why is this project critical now?  How does timing 
determine this project’s success? 

 
4. Support to local communities – are local communities benefitting from the 

project?  Are they involved with the project’s implementation? 
 
5. Climatic Implications – how will this project impact the climate?  Can it be 

directly linked to an effort that decreases greenhouse gases; e.g., increasing 
energy efficiency? 

 
6. Strength of group/leadership to do sound conservation – is the sponsoring 

organization financially sound, does it have a strong infrastructure and a capable, 
stable staff? 

 
While the word “conserve” is often used synonymously with “save” or “preserve,” its 
actual meaning is “the wise use of.” Conservation can no longer just involve buying land 
and setting it aside without regard to the people living on it.  With the great need for 
innovation in the area of biodiversity protection, kicking people out of “preserved” land 
is not a conservation model that works, especially in an increasingly populated future.  
Consequently, Program staff is seeking a steady stream of new frameworks for 
conserving forest lands, moving toward those that incorporate and benefit communities 
and away from those that shut out human beings.   
 
Several years ago, the Foundation started funding programs involving Payments for 
Ecological Services (PES). This new and innovative approach to conservation supports 
communities that protect land locally while positively impacting the greater 
environment. PES programs are difficult to develop but they are sprouting up and 

                                                 
1
 With the exception of 5 Climatic Implications, these criteria clearly apply to the Human Rights Program 

as well when projects and organizations are under consideration for funding. 
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prevailing in new and interesting forms as an alternative way to support communities 
and conservation. 
 
Independent forest certification has also become an innovative way to conserve land.  By 
allowing a third party to evaluate best practices for forestry, farming, tourism, etc., a new 
business interest has developed in the safeguarding of nature.  
 
The Environment Program continues to seek out and support practices with the 
potential to create and conserve biodiversity long into the future. 
 
D.  Climate Change 
 
What are the plans for supporting climate change initiatives?  
 
The Overbrook Board of Directors has stated its interest and support for decreasing 
greenhouse gases and mitigating the now inevitable effects of climate change, both 
complicated and daunting tasks. 
 
The Board created a special initiative of $2.5 million to support climate change in June 
2007 but the economic downturn necessitated closing the fund early after $1.04 million 
had been awarded. In order to maintain giving in the area of climate change, the 
Environment Program incorporated some of those grants into the Sustainable 
Production and Consumption program.  As directors may recall, the Board elected to 
focus its grantmaking in this area around energy efficiency. Realizing the possible 
passage of climate legislation at either a regional or national level would make little 
difference in the need for private and grassroots organizations to continue working on 
solutions, the Board focused its support on ways to stop wasting energy and to promote 
energy conservation.  Grants have been given to support building codes, push for smart 
meters, challenge cities to vastly reduce energy use and more.  
 
It is important to remind the Board that most Environment Program grants in both 
biodiversity and sustainability support projects that have a positive impact on climate 
change as well.  From reducing deforestation to keeping catalogs out of the land fill, 
many Foundation funded projects reduce greenhouse gases.  Going forward, all 
projects’ potential to mitigate climate change should be a stated criterion 
by which they are judged. 
 
Energy efficiency work continues to be a smart and critical component in reducing 
atmospheric greenhouse gases.  Staff recommends that energy efficiency 
remain a focus within the Sustainable Production and Consumption 
Program.  
 
At the same time, and as mentioned above regarding biodiversity, staff also 
recommends that the Program continue to seek out efforts that support 
innovative ideas in Sustainability, including but not limited to energy 
efficiency initiatives. For example, at the upcoming Sept. 30 Board meeting, staff is 
recommending support of a project that would draw attention to ocean acidification as 
an urgently important issue intertwined with climate change and important to 
biodiversity conservation.  It is an exciting opportunity for addressing this challenge and, 
although it isn’t focused on energy efficiency, it could advance the Foundation’s objective 
of maximizing biodiversity conservation.  
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Overall, Environment Program staff believes the stated focus of the Program is sound, 
and its results over the past ten years are notable.  As grant makers, the Foundation 
cannot take credit for the success of its grantees.  But like successful stock pickers, staff 
continues to believe that it is possible to find and support those individuals, 
organizations and projects that are most likely to make a palpable difference in 
protecting the planet.   
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III.  Human Rights  
 
In the spring of 2010, a Board survey was conducted to identify issues for exploration in 
the Foundation’s grant making program.  The results confirmed that there is strong 
Board commitment to human rights.  It also identified a series of questions related to 
specific Human Rights Program initiatives that directors would like to see explored as 
they consider how best to prioritize the use of available grant funds over the next several 
years.  This section of the paper attempts to outline in a very brief narrative the evolution 
and development of the Foundation’s human rights work in the larger context of the U.S. 
human rights history.  It targets for discussion those initiatives where directors have 
asked more information. 
 
A. Foundation’s History of Support for Human Rights in the United 
States 
 
The Foundation’s grant making has supported human rights and related work since the 
earliest years of the Foundation.  The Foundation’s support for the NAACP Legal and 
Defense Education Fund began in 1948 and continued for many years, Human Rights 
Watch and its predecessor Helsinki Watch were first supported in 1983 and Planned 
Parenthood received grants as early as 1966. Similarly, concern about LGBT rights began 
with early grants in 1989 to Gay Men’s Health Crisis (GMHC) to fight HIV/AIDS and in 
1995 to Lambda Legal which was an early pioneer in LGBT rights advocacy through 
litigation.  The Foundation’s early attention to non-profit electronic and print media 
responded to the Board’s concern that there be a non-commercial, non-partisan voice 
active in advancing the issues of our times as a bulwark of the democratic process whose 
vitality depends in part upon a free and active press.   
 
Since 2005, the Foundation’s support of human rights in the U.S. has traveled on three 
parallel arcs.  In support of the emerging domestic human rights movement (discussed 
below), the Foundation joined, as a founding partner, the U.S. Human Rights Fund. 
Support of the Fund and related key grantees who are working to build a broad domestic 
movement of human rights activists has been one cornerstone of Foundation work.  
Parallel to this effort has been the continuing evolution of the Foundation’s work around 
long-supported human rights issues including gender rights (women’s reproductive 
rights, LGBT rights and related work) and U.S. accountability for its international human 
rights obligations (Guantanamo, torture, etc.)  Finally, a longstanding interest in a 
vibrant media sector and strengthening the underlying structures supporting the 
progressive movement make up the final component of the Foundation’s domestic 
human rights program.  (The Foundation’s commitment to international human rights 
work is discussed separately.) 
 
B. History of the U.S. Human Rights Movement 
 
As Overbrook evolved since it’s founding in 1948 into a foundation with principal 
interests in human rights and the environment, the human rights movement in the U.S. 
also evolved.  It moved away from the influence of Cold War politics and domestic racial 
discrimination that led our government to shun human rights treaties and obligations 
that would shed a harsh light on its failures.  Today, the domestic human rights 
movement is energized and growing as it aggressively works to hold the U.S. accountable 
in applying the broad range of internationally adopted human rights norms to domestic 
human rights abuses.  In order to understand the past and current directions of the 
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Foundation’s grantmaking, it is important to understand the context in which it 
emerged. 
U.S. Pioneering and Withdrawal—The United States initially played a decisive role in 
establishing the UN Human Rights Commission.  But its leadership foundered on the 
politics of the Cold War and the Jim Crow South.  Unwilling to have its domestic rights 
record aired in increasingly polarized international bodies and faced with insurrection 
from southern Senators determined to protect segregation, the United States simply 
stopped upholding its responsibilities under international treaties and mechanisms.  It 
was roughly another thirty years (in 1987), for example, before the United States would 
even ratify the Genocide Convention.  Civil rights activists who sought to invoke human 
rights were condemned as traitorous or worse. 
 
Civil Rights at Home, Human Rights Abroad—From the 1950s until the late 1990s, we 
inhabited this bi-furcated rights reality in the United States.  Human rights applied 
elsewhere and only civil rights applied here.  This is not to suggest that the United States 
government or groups refrained altogether from engagement with the international 
human rights or humanitarian law systems.  To the contrary, the United States often 
played an extremely positive human rights role in the world, favoring, for example, the 
global prohibition on torture, the recognition and protection of the human rights of 
women and children and the articulation of the Refugee and Geneva Conventions. 
 
Courageous Opposition—Similarly, US-based international advocacy groups like Human 
Rights Watch and Amnesty International USA, held the US government’s feet to the fire 
in terms of the protection and promotion of human rights worldwide, denouncing US 
complicity in human rights abuse by foreign governments and invoking US leadership to 
oppose gross violations of human rights, including torture in detention, extra-judicial 
executions, political imprisonment and the targeting of civilians in wartime.  Even as US 
human rights leadership in the world grew, however, a stark double standard began to 
emerge: what the United States was willing to promote abroad, it was unwilling to apply 
at home. 
 
The Overbrook Foundation’s pre-2000 grantmaking was reflective of the political 
realities created by the Cold War.  Its human rights grantmaking focused primarily on 
international concerns.  Its U.S. focus was limited to relatively narrower civil rights 
concerns. 
 
A Tarnished Reputation—The effects of this double standard were profound in terms 
both of US relations with the rest of the world and the enjoyment of rights in this 
country. With respect to the former, the US government’s persistent unwillingness to 
practice what it preached with respect to human rights compromised its leadership 
globally, alienated potential allies and angered likely enemies.  The effects at home were 
no less debilitating.  By shielding itself from most meaningful accountability to 
international law, the United States too often denied Americans (or those in their 
custody) the human rights and humanitarian law protections which are due to every 
human being.  Where the Constitution or domestic law fell short, affected groups like 
immigrants, prisoners, racial and sexual minorities and those living in poverty had little 
or no alternative recourse. Domestic rights activism in these areas still flourished but 
with one hidden cost: it lacked any appeal to rights based solely on one’s humanity and 
to remedies beyond those available domestically. 
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Rejoining Human Rights—At the end of the 20th century, the default understanding of 
human rights as foreign and civil rights as domestic began to change.  Domestic rights 
advocates and their supporters began to view human rights as an effective way to 
supplement existing legal and advocacy strategies, to foster greater unity among often 
fractured social justice communities, to bring new and younger voices to progressive 
activities and to re-engage with the global human rights movement. 
 
C. The Overbrook Foundation’s Role in the Emerging Domestic Human 

Rights Movement: Grantmaking and Goals 
 
US-based international human rights organizations like Human Rights Watch, Global 
Rights and Human Rights First now have US programs and growing relationships with 
domestic social justice groups. National rights organizations with state and local 
counterparts, like the ACLU and the Leadership Conference on Civil and Human Rights, 
increasingly see human rights as a dimension of their own work inside the U.S., rather 
than something carried out by other organizations focused abroad. An increasing 
number of domestic groups have arisen—like the Human Rights Initiative at the Urban 
Justice Center, the Center for Reproductive Rights and the Youth Justice Coalition—
which frame and carry out their US work wholly in terms of human rights.  All of these 
groups are gradually finding ways to come together through networks such as US Human 
Rights Network and the Rights Working Group.  A US human rights movement has 
clearly begun to emerge.  (All of these groups have received support in recent years 
from The Overbrook Foundation for advancing their domestic human rights focus.) 
 
The Overbrook Foundation’s support, in concert with its partners in the 
U.S. Human Rights Fund2, is playing a critical role in underwriting this 
emerging human rights field and staff strongly recommends the 
Foundation’s continued support of this emerging movement and those 
organizations central to its advancement.  As a result the field has expanded 
rapidly, is better connected and coordinated and has become a stronger advocacy 
community with a deeper willingness and capacity to invoke human rights values, 
standards and strategies in mounting multiple advocacy campaigns.  The movement’s 
campaigns range from work to end juvenile life sentences without the possibility of 
parole and making the U.S. accountable for its human rights obligations to ending the 
schoolhouse to prison pipeline and advocating for creation of human rights institutions 
within government; e.g., a reauthorized U.S. Civil and Human Rights Commission where 
advocates could seek redress from human rights violations. 
 
As The Overbrook Foundation has deepened its commitment to the emerging human 
rights movement, it has based its domestic grantmaking on advancing the following 
short term goals: 
 

 Advocacy, supporting advocacy campaigns that promote the applied use of 
human rights to advance substantive policy and legal objectives in the United 
States; 

 

                                                 
2
 The Atlantic Philanthropies, Butler Family Fund, Ford Foundation, Libra Foundation, Mertz Gilmore 

Foundation, Open Society Institute, Shaler Adams Foundation, Starry Night Fund and an anonymous 

donor. 
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 Human Rights Training and Education, helping to build the base and 
capacity of activists and groups to actively engage in domestic human rights work 
across issues, strategies and sectors;  

 

 Networking and Collaboration, fostering national and regional networks 
that link domestic human rights organizations to each other and to the U.S. and 
to the international rights community more generally; and,  

 

 Attracting New Resources and Leveraging Support, of existing and new 
donors for the domestic human rights field. 

 
The Foundation has insufficient resources to mount a comprehensive human rights 
program inclusive of all the rights enumerated in the Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights.  Instead it has focused on narrower human rights issues that reflect longstanding 
Foundation interests; are at the forefront of human rights issues facing the country and 
the world and are of a nature that Foundation investment in them can be seen as 
strategically important to their advancement.   
 
In the sections that follow, we discuss those areas where, in addition to 
continuing the Foundation’s efforts to build the broad domestic human 
rights movement, staff recommends continued Foundation investment.  
They include strengthening the reproductive justice community; funding 
the campaign for civil marriage rights for same sex partners and working 
to strengthen media because of its importance to our democracy and to the 
ability of all our grantees to reach and influence their intended audiences. 
 
D. From Reproductive Rights to Reproductive Justice 
 
More than 35 years since Roe vs. Wade, American women continue to face a wide range 
of reproductive challenges.  These challenges are intensified in communities of color, 
where economic inequalities, health disparities and racial difference all play a role in 
compounding the pressures facing women and their families.   
 
By all accounts, a woman’s right to choose is under severe attack.  The Center for 
Reproductive Rights estimates that 600 bills were introduced at the state level this year, 
the vast majority of them anti-choice.  Ballot initiatives in Colorado, California, and 
South Dakota threaten to significantly curtail abortion or ban it and the Colorado 
initiative might even attempt to ban in-vitro fertilization and the use of contraceptive 
pills.   
 
Yet abortion is only the tip of the iceberg.  In reality, women’s reproductive health is in 
crisis on a number of fronts.  According to a recent report of the Center for Reproductive 
Rights, women of color are the hardest hit with African American women four times 
more likely to die in childbirth than white women; African American and Latinas 
accounting for 82% of reported female HIV/AIDS diagnoses even though they account 
for only 24% of the population; unintended pregnancy remaining very high for poor 
women of color and Vietnamese women having the highest rate of cervical cancer of all 
ethnic groups—almost five times higher than that of white women. 
 
Why is the situation so grim, particularly for women of color?  For many, the issue is 
linked to poverty.  Because many women of color are concentrated in low-wage jobs, they 
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do not have employer-sponsored health insurance.  With little or no health coverage, 
their access to healthcare is extremely limited.  Latinas have the highest uninsured rate 
(42%) of all women; but, about one in four Asian Pacific Islander women under the age 
of 65 also have no health insurance.    
 
If you can’t get health insurance from your employer, where do you go?  Despite the 
passage of universal coverage in the recent Health Reform Act, Medicaid will remain the 
primary source of health care for low income women of color and it is under siege. 
Women who are not poor enough to qualify for Medicaid and who don’t have private 
health insurance turn to Title X clinics for reproductive health services.  They have 
suffered severe cutbacks over the last decade.  Low income women who cannot afford 
birth control find it extremely challenging to obtain an abortion.  The Hyde Amendment 
bans public funding for nearly all abortions.  And despite a series of scathing reports 
documenting their ineffectiveness, abstinence-only sex education programs continue to 
enjoy wide bipartisan support and generous funding. In low income communities, 
medically inaccurate, abstinence-focused sex education may be the only education that 
young women receive.   
 
The Right is using attacks on sexuality to move a much bigger agenda and control of the 
reproductive health of women of color has become one of the biggest targets to attack. 
While opposition to abortion was the initial, emotional starting place to draw in the base, 
the Right has expanded its agenda to include opposition to sexual education and even, 
unbelievably, contraception.  
 
What are the long and short term solutions? 
 
The singular focus on keeping abortion legal is simply not working. The narrow, 
defensive focus on choice has isolated the reproductive rights movement from the larger 
social justice and human rights movement.  As a provocative, emotional and divisive 
issue, abortion is a hard starting place for many potential allies within the progressive 
community.  A broader focus on the human right to reproductive health and justice is a 
powerful tool for building a strong constituency of support for all reproductive health 
issues, including abortion.  This means not just framing abortion within a broader 
context – it means putting forward a proactive, progressive and inclusive agenda that 
addresses the full range of reproductive health issues that women face.  
 
There is a growing cohort of organizations that understand the limitations of pursuing a 
legal/legislative strategy focused on fighting anti-abortion efforts and who are 
developing a completely different approach to achieve reproductive justice. The 
Overbrook Foundation started funding several of these smaller organizations, led mostly 
by young women of color, about six years ago.  These organizations immediately 
understood that they must find ways to reconnect with the broader social justice 
community and the emerging human rights movement if they were to have any success.  
Today they are moving beyond fighting anti-choice ballot box initiatives over and over 
again and shifting to a transformational approach to their work, creating deep and 
lasting relationships with the low-income communities that they represent. 
 
They have developed a new “Reproductive Justice” framework for thinking about the 
cross-issue, cross-movement work that they are developing. The key to using this 
approach is to make strategic choices about which issues are connected to reproductive 
health and are “ripe” for campaigns - where there are key allies and where there is some 
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political space for the work - and to move those campaigns forward.  Over time, this 
builds towards something bigger. 
 
Using the reproductive justice framework, these organizations have taken up a broad 
progressive agenda and have broken open the polarization that came from the mono-
focus on abortion. They have worked with nontraditional allies to win very traditional 
reproductive rights battles that had previously been intractable. They have stepped 
outside of the reproductive rights box to ask bigger questions about what issues women 
are facing and have come back with a much bigger platform and new allies.  And they are 
starting to amass noteworthy successes.  
 
Staff believes growing these organizations is key to moving a successful 
reproductive health, rights and justice agenda and recommend the 
Foundation continue its support of strengthening these groups and 
building the reproductive justice movement.  Overbrook’s grantmaking 
objectives for growing this movement are: 
  

 Build the capacity and support leadership development of women of color-led 
reproductive justice organizations 

 

 Increase resources for these organizations so that they can grow to scale 
 

 Support strategic campaigns or initiatives that deepen or expand alliances 
 

 Identify, nurture and document advocacy wins 
 
In tandem with the development of this emerging reproductive justice movement has 
been the evolution of another key Foundation grantee, The Center for Reproductive 
Rights.  As with the newer groups in the emerging reproductive justice movement, it has 
adopted a human rights driven strategy and moved away from sole focus on fighting 
anti-abortion legislation.   
 
The unifying characteristic of this movement—and the organizations that have joined its 
ranks—is a vision of the complete health and well being of all women, girls and families.  
It engages issues broadly (anti-trafficking, comprehensive sexual education, ending 
domestic violence, safe LGBT communities, marriage equality, access to abortion, ending 
shackling during labor and delivery in prisons, jails and Immigration and Customs 
Enforcement (ICE) detention facilities and preventing unsafe working conditions) rather 
than focusing solely on abortion.  Overbrook finds itself in the enviable position of being 
at the forefront of progressive foundations supporting the growth of the emerging 
reproductive justice community.  Staff strongly recommends that The 
Overbrook Foundation maintain its leadership as a funder of this work. 
 
E. Advancing LGBT Rights Through a Campaign to Achieve Marriage 

Equality for Same-Sex Couples 
 
The Overbrook Foundation’s interest in advancing LGBT equality first began with its 
support of Gay Men’s Health Crisis (1989), early in the HIV/AIDS epidemic when 
rampant discrimination and homophobia resulted in the early failure of governments at 
all levels to combat the epidemic.  With grants beginning in 1995 to Lambda Legal, the 
Foundation underwrote the litigation, education and advocacy strategies that Lambda 
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continues to employ as it attacks LGBT discrimination at every level on a very wide range 
of issues.  Similarly, its longstanding support for GLSEN (The Gay, Lesbian and Straight 
Education Network) reflects its commitment to publicly “outing” practices within U.S. 
schools that put LGBT youth at great risk of harassment and bullying within schools and 
documented the extraordinarily high incidence of suicide and poor mental and physical 
health outcomes LGBT youth were experiencing. 
 
Over more than 20 years of continuous Overbrook support for LGBT-related issues, a 
fundamental and striking change has occurred in the movement toward LGBT equality.  
Initially, LGBT organizations were on the defense seeking to stop punitive policies that 
put LGBT people at risk of physical harm, legal intimidation and/or demoted them to 
second-place status as citizens.  However, the move towards full inclusion in civil society 
with the guarantees of access to the rights, privileges and responsibilities afforded all 
citizens is no longer defensive in nature.  Instead, it has become a fully articulated 
campaign for equality.   
 
No single issue demonstrates this move from a defensive to an offensive posture more 
succinctly than the campaign for marriage equality.  It demands that same-sex couples 
be given access to the entire range of rights and protections civil marriage grants to 
couples and their children.3  Overbrook became involved in supporting campaigns to 
achieve marriage equality, in part, as recognition that no single other action could 
achieve such a broad based advance toward equality.    
 
The Overbrook Foundation is a founding member of the Civil Marriage Collaborative 
(CMC), the 12 member foundation collaborative which, since 2005, has been funding 
state-based campaigns to achieve full marriage equality through the courts, legislatively 
or via referendum.  The campaign has had both amazing successes and difficult losses.  
Before the CMC launched in 2005, 30 states had passed legislation or held referenda that 
barred same-sex couples from the right to civil marriage.  Much of the momentum in 
those early attacks on same-sex marriage rights arose out of the 2004 presidential 
election where George Bush chose to make banning civil marriage to same-sex couples a 
signature wedge issue of his campaign. 
 
Since CMC launched in 2005, there has been significant progress in the drive for LGBT 
equality.  Same-sex couples won access to civil marriage in five states and the District of 
Columbia4.  Even though hostility towards civil marriage for same-sex couples remains 

                                                 
3
 Beside the 1,138 rights and responsibilities that are bestowed on married couples by the federal 

government, there are another 1,324 rights and responsibilities that come from New York State 
government with a marriage license. These protections include medical decision-making 
authority, inheritance rights, immunity from having to testify against a spouse in court, not having 
to pay taxes on spousal health insurance benefits and divorce. Many of these protections (for 
example, a Workers Compensation death benefit for a surviving spouse) can be achieved only 
through marriage or some other governmental recognition of a family and cannot be obtained by 
any legal document a family may create in an attempt to protect itself, like a will or living will. 
 
4
 There have also been stinging setbacks in California, New York and New Jersey with California 

having the most tortured history around same-sex marriage.  In 2000, Proposition 22 limiting 
marriage to the union of a man with a woman passed with 68% of the vote.  In 2005 and again in 
2007, the state assembly and senate passed legislation legalizing same-sex marriage; but, in 
both instances, the Governor vetoed the legislation.  In May 2008, the California Supreme Court 
ruled on a case arising from Mayor Gavin Newsome’s 2004 decision allowing same-sex couples 
to marry in San Francisco.  The Court ruled that the California constitution required same-sex 
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strong, overall attitudes towards LGBT people have become remarkably more positive. 
Between 2000 and 2009, for example, the percentage of the population covered by state 
laws outlawing discrimination based on sexual orientation has increased from 24% to 
44% of all Americans.  In addition to the five states and the District of Columbia which 
offer marriage, six additional states offer broad relationship recognition laws that fall 
short of marriage; e.g., domestic partnerships and civil unions, but significantly advance 
legal recognition.  The percentage of people who believe homosexual behavior is morally 
acceptable has increased to 49% from 40% and the percentage of people who believe that 
LGBT people should be able to marry or receive legal recognition that provides all the 
rights and benefits of marriage has increased to 57% from 45%.  Perhaps most tellingly, 
while two-thirds of Americans over age 65 oppose civil marriage for same sex couples, 
today two-thirds of Americans between the ages of 18 – 29 support making it legal with 
51% strongly in support of it.   
 
The growing visibility of LGBT people both in the media and as next door neighbors and 
the heightened attention their lives receive in the debate over access to civil marriage 
has, staff believes, been instrumental in changing public attitudes about LGBT people 
and their rights.  Over the next several years, advocacy for civil marriage will remain as 
the single most important engine driving the movement toward LGBT rights and 
equality.  The Civil Marriage Collaborative will remain the single largest source of 
funding for advancing marriage equality at the state level.   
 
Looking forward continued participation by Overbrook in the Civil 
Marriage Collaborative offers the Foundation a continuing opportunity to 
push the agenda for full equality for LGBT people.  Combined with its 
support of Lambda Legal (much of which is devoted to Lambda’s role in 
litigating for civil marriage rights) and Freedom to Marry, the Foundation 
finds itself at the center of the LGBT rights movement with its funding and 
leadership playing an important role in assuring that momentum for LGBT 
equality continues to advance.5 
 
F. Foundation Media Initiative; Transforming Overbrook’s Traditional 

Long- Term Commitment to Non-Profit Media to the Needs of an 
Evolving Digital Environment 

 
 
The Overbrook Foundation’s support for media is long-standing.  Beginning in the 
1960s, the Foundation awarded grants to non-profit electronic and print media 
organizations in recognition of the importance of a non-partisan and informative media 

                                                                                                                                                 
couples be given access to civil marriage.  Later in November 2008, Proposition 8 amending the 
state constitution to prohibit same sex marriages passed with 52% of the vote.  Ultimately, the 
California Supreme Court upheld Proposition 8 and the ban on same-sex marriage was affirmed 
as constitutional. Most recently, in federal district court in the California Ninth Circuit, a federal 
judge ruled that the due process clause of the 14

th
 Amendment of the U.S. Constitution required 

equal treatment of same-sex couples and declared California’s ban on same-sex marriage 
unconstitutional.  This case will almost certainly be heard by the U.S. Supreme Court in the 
future. 
5
 A caveat:  The campaign for civil marriage is moving so rapidly that the Foundation must pay 

close attention to its progress and be prepared to refocus its efforts for LGBT equality and/or 
other human rights issues as opportunity and new challenges arise. 
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to a thriving democracy and understanding that commercial media cannot always meet 
the needs of democratic civil society for a robust dialog on the issues of the day.  
 
The Foundation’s earliest awards included support for organizations such as the 
Education Broadcasting Corporation and the American Press.  Support for public media-
related projects grew in the 1980s and 1990s with grants awarded in support of several 
public television and radio stations including WGBH (Boston), WETA (Washington DC) 
and Channel 13 (New York), each located geographically where members of the family 
made their homes. The Foundation also has a long history of support (nearly two 
decades) for both National Public Radio and WYNC Radio.  (The Foundation provided 
$600,000 to WNYC to help it become independent by purchasing its license from New 
York City.) 
 
Beginning in 2002, the Foundation sharpened its approach to its support of not-for-
profit media, in particular by looking for opportunities where support for media would 
advance the Foundation’s objectives in Human Rights and the Environment.  As a result, 
media-focused grantmaking during this period can be broken into the following four 
categories: 
 

1. Reconsidered Support for Traditional Media Outlets:  The Foundation continues 
to support many of its long-standing print and electronic media grantees. The 
challenge has been to find ways that link awards to the Foundation’s programmatic 
interests in Environment and Human Rights.  For example, recent grants awarded to 
National Public Radio are for NPR News’ coverage of environment and human rights 
issues (and for the on air acknowledgement other Overbrook grantees receive 
because of its support to NPR).  Similarly, the Foundation currently supports 
WNYC’s Program “On the Media” which examines the role of media in the current 
political context. 
 
2. Strengthening Independent, Alternative and Ethnic Media:  Traditional media 
reaches fewer and fewer people each year.  That challenge, combined with audience 
fragmentation, the growth of the internet, a decline in the quality of print-based 
journalism and an explosion in the growing ethnic media sector, has led the 
Foundation to consider support of independent, alternative and ethnic media as a 
means for strengthening media’s role in serving civil society and public discourse.  

 
3. Media Reform: Foundation interest in national media reform grew out of 
recognition that its mission and the missions of its grantees could not be advanced if 
there were not a viable media through which we could reach the general public.  In 
general, Overbrook has supported reform efforts intended to ensure that broad 
access. 

 
4. Media to Advance Foundation Domestic Human Rights Objectives:  In the U.S., 
the Foundation support of media has played a significant role in advancing the work 
of the U.S. Human Rights Fund and its grantees by supporting additional efforts in 
developing joint messaging and advanced communication strategies for use by the 
burgeoning domestic human rights movement.   

 
Recommendations for Shaping Future Grantmaking 
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Because of its importance to the Overbrook mission and to the mission of 
its grantees, the Foundation should continue to support efforts that protect 
the centrality of media in the democratic process and that explore the 
evolving relationship of new and traditional media to our human rights 
and environment mission.   
 
When Freedom of the Press was inscribed into the First Amendment to the Constitution, 
it was regarded as a social right of all citizens in a free and self-governing society to have 
a well-funded, uncensored and lively media system.  It was understood then, and is still 
true now, that a shift in people’s consciousness can only come when they begin to see the 
world not as it is but as it should be. While advocates and non-profit organizations can 
provide powerful arguments and compelling data, it is media makers who create the 
window through which those arguments and data pass to the public.  To truly move 
hearts and minds, artists, advocates and media makers must collaborate to develop a 
shared vision and a coordinated set of strategies for achieving their shared goals.  New 
media vehicles like digital video, YouTube, MySpace, Facebook, Twitter, podcasts, 
texting, Google mapping and the blogosphere have democratized media production and 
dissemination.  Developing strategies that effectively use both new and traditional media 
will be critical for advancing the culture of human rights at the core of the Foundation’s 
work.  

 
Moving forward, staff recommends looking for opportunities that 
concentrate its media grantmaking on the following: 
 
Recommendation 1: Protecting Centrality of Media to the Democratic 
Process.  
 
Rationale: A society in which the rights of each citizen are respected and protected 
demands free-flowing and ample access to high quality news and information. The 
challenges facing this country’s media system are many.  In order to reinvigorate the 
marketplace for news and information which are necessary to create a public discourse, 
there must be better public media, new business models for commercial news, inclusion 
of the ethnic media sector and universal access to a free, open and affordable internet.  

 
Foundation dollars are limited and the ability of staff to research potential projects for 
support is limited. Staff should concentrate on finding opportunities to address the 
aforementioned issues at the national level where a relatively small number of key 
players are active. The Foundation should look for those organizations, such as Free 
Press, that have the capacity to achieve educational, advocacy and/or policy goals where 
modest sized grants from Overbrook could have a reasonable impact.  
  
Recommendation 2: Support New and Traditional Media that Are Useful to 
Advancing the Foundation’s Human Rights Mission. 
 
Rationale: The Foundation’s commitment to international and domestic human rights is 
based on a commitment to the values expressed in the Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights, including political, economic and social rights.  A challenge to organizations that 
work on these issues is making sure they have the ability to use media effectively and as a 
strategy in pursuing their goals. 
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To that end, the Foundation should continue its support for core domestic human rights 
organizations that are advancing the use of electronic media across platforms to achieve 
greater social impact.  The Foundation should also look for opportunities to support the 
communication and technology infrastructure of both domestic and international 
nonprofit organizations more generally. Very few foundations award grants to 
strengthen the communications capacity of human rights organizations and yet it is 
almost always central to the success of these groups in reaching the audiences they 
depend upon. 
 
 
G. Recommendation to Phase Out Grantmaking for Movement Building 

and Issues Surrounding Torture 
 
Movement Building—For many years, the Foundation has recognized that its interest in 
advancing a broad social justice agenda required strengthening progressive 
organizations working across many issues but united in their attempts at building a 
stronger, more progressive civil society.  Foundation support for these types of 
organizations dates back many years and has focused on a wide variety of issues and 
causes.  Among them were: youth leadership, the integrity of the voting process, judicial 
appointments, attracting young professionals to careers in progressive organizations, 
countering the right, grass roots organizing, progressive framing, developing a 
progressive economic agenda, encouraging collaborations among progressive 
organizations and supporting non-profit print and electronic media.  

 
In 2005, these grants were formally categorized into a “movement building” category.  
However, this category remained poorly defined and did not lead to a more tightly 
focused set of Foundation grants.   Among grants in this category, those supporting 
media have the longest history of Foundation support and, staff believes, the best 
potential for advancing the Foundation’s larger human rights objectives.  With the 
Foundation facing a period of limited growth, staff is recommending that 
media become the sole focus of what was formerly designated “movement 
building.”  A discussion of this recommendation is contained separately in this paper. 
(see page 19 F) 

 
Ending the Foundation’s work on Issues around Torture and Holding the U.S. 
Accountable for Its Human Rights Obligations—In response to the attacks of September 
11, 2001, the Bush administration declared a “war on terror” and asserted unchecked 
executive powers that departed drastically from established tradition and the rule of law. 
Terrorism suspects were held in prolonged and arbitrary detention in Afghanistan, Iraq, 
Guantanamo Bay, the U.S. and elsewhere and many endured torture and abusive 
interrogation and detention conditions.  In some cases, suspects were placed in secret 
CIA imprisonment and rendered to countries that routinely practice torture.  Law-
abiding Americans have had their privacy invaded by the National Security Agency under 
a secret program of warrantless wiretapping; by the FBI, which has loosened its 
surveillance guidelines; and, by state and local police working in coordination with the 
Department of Homeland Security. Compounding matters further, the Bush 
administration sought to shield these actions in secrecy to evade public scrutiny and 
stifle debate; and, it went to extraordinary lengths to thwart litigation that threatens to 
pierce this veil of secrecy. These and other counterterrorism policies not only 
undermined the credibility of the U.S. as a champion of human rights, they eroded 
support for human rights by governments around the world.   
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In a historic decision issued in June 2008, the U.S. Supreme Court ruled in Boumediene 
v. Bush that foreign terrorism suspects held in Guantanamo have a constitutional right 
to challenge their detention in U.S. courts by petitioning for a writ of habeas corpus.  
This ruling – a strong rebuke of the Bush administration’s arbitrary detention of the 
Guantanamo detainees and a decisive victory for human rights and the rule of law -
represents the culmination of six long years of tireless work on the part of an army of 
dedicated attorneys and advocates.  The Foundation over that period supported several 
grantees, including the ACLU, Human Rights First, Alliance for Justice and Human 
Rights Watch, working on this issue.   
 
Staff believes that now is an appropriate time for the Foundation to phase 
out of support for efforts to end torture and hold the U.S. accountable for 
its human rights obligations. There has been significant improvement in this area 
(although the Obama Administration has not been as responsive as many civil 
libertarians had expected on these issues and some practices initiated by the Bush 
Administration remain in place).  To continue this campaign, the Open Society Institute 
and Atlantic Philanthropies recently launched their National Security and Human Rights 
Campaign.  Together they have committed $40 million in support which far exceeds any 
future support Overbrook might provide.  
 
IV.  INTRODUCTION:  HUMAN RIGHTS IN LATIN AMERICA 
 
The Foundation’s Human Rights Program presently devotes approximately 70% of its 
human rights grantmaking to domestic organizations and 30% to international 
grantmaking.  Since 2000, the international focus has turned increasingly toward human 
rights grantmaking focused on Latin America.  Historically, there are several reasons for 
the evolution of Foundation support there. 
 
In 2000, when Directors first considered whether or how to be involved in international 
grantmaking, a decision was made to focus on Latin America because it was 
comparatively close and, therefore, accessible to the Foundation; it would allow the 
Foundation to focus its limited dollars on one region of the world and it would allow the 
Foundation to develop the expertise and familiarity necessary to achieve impactful 
grantmaking.6   
 
Directors began bringing projects based in Latin America to the board that would today 
fall into the Human Rights Program.  These early Latin American human rights grants 
(2000 – 2001) went to groups such as Accion (micro-finance), Disability Rights 
International (protecting the mentally disabled), Doctors Without Borders (experimental 
HIV care), the Global Fund for Children (protecting children), IGLHRC (LGBT rights), 
and MADRE (women’s rights).    
 
As staff assumed the role of finding and developing projects for Overbrook’s Civil and 
Human Rights portfolio, it kept its focus on Latin America.  Renewal grants to 
organizations such as Human Rights Watch focused on Latin American concerns.  And 
in 2003, the Board of Directors Grant Program absorbed The Foundation for Self-

                                                 
6
 The focus on Latin America was considered at a board retreat in October, 2000 and then affirmed in 2001.  

It was also at this point that Daniel Katz was engaged as a consultant to help develop the Foundation’s 

environment program with a focus on biodiversity conservation in Latin America 
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Sufficiency in Central America (FSSCA)—a director’s grant since 1994—into the Human 
Rights Program.  FSSCA has received more than $850,000 of Overbrook support.   
 
Organizations that defend human rights defenders, an emerging interest of the 
Foundation, are very active in Latin America and first came to the Foundation’s attention 
via a series of director’s discretionary grant recommendations.  Their work, to protect 
environmental and gender rights activists and journalists, today parallel Overbrook’s 
U.S. human rights focus.  At the same time, the work of several grantees of the 
Foundation’s environment program in Latin America also can be described in a human 
rights context.  Their focus on biodiversity conservation frequently entails preservation 
of the rights of indigenous peoples to manage their lands in a sustainable manner and 
preserve their cultures against the onslaught of commercial, agricultural and mineral 
development.  (The United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples 
adopted in 2007 articulates the rights of indigenous people to their lands and the 
preservation of their cultures.) 
 
Since deciding to phase out support of grantmaking in South Africa, Latin America has 
become the sole geographic focus of human rights grantmaking outside of the U.S.   
 
There are advantages to the Foundation in continuing to make Latin America its sole 
international focus:   
 

 By limiting its geographic focus to Latin America, the Foundation is able to 
demonstrate its support for global human rights while advancing issues that 
reflect the Foundation’s domestic human rights agenda.   

 

 The deep economic, cultural and political ties that exist between the U.S. and 
Latin America link the development of human rights across the Americas with 
advances or set-backs in one region often influencing how rights issues are 
considered in the other.   

 

 While Overbrook’s investments in Latin America are modest, they carry greater 
weight because of the relatively low involvement of private philanthropy in this 
region.  (According to the Index of Global Philanthropy, Latin America falls 
behind sub-Saharan Africa, Asia and the Pacific as a recipient of philanthropic 
dollars.)   

 
The sections that follow highlight the case for continued Foundation work on gender 
rights and defending human rights defenders, currently the two focus areas where the 
Foundation is most active in Latin America. 
 
A. Human Rights Defenders:   
 
Over the past several years, Directors have expressed particular interest in 
support of those organizations that defend individuals at risk of physical 
harm or death because of their human rights advocacy around 
environment and gender issues or because as journalists and bloggers they 
come under attack from government, commercial and criminal sources. 
Staff recommends continued support of these organizations.  Overbrook has 
slowly built a roster of grantees with varying approaches to defending human rights 
defenders that are active in Latin America.  They include: The Committee to Protect 
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Journalists, Urgent Action Fund, Front Line, Reporters Without Borders, Witness, 
Human Rights Watch, Peace Brigades, International Gay and Lesbian Human Rights 
Commission and Human Rights First.  These grantees together employ a wide variety of 
strategies for defending human rights activists on the ground ranging from physically 
extracting activists who find themselves in dangerous situations and organizing 
campaigns to call attention internationally to activists under attack to providing them 
with training on how to operate safely on the internet and maintain secure and private 
communications with their fellow activists and avoid government spying. 

 
B. Gender Rights:  
 
Paralleling the Foundation’s domestic focus on gender, Overbrook supports 
organizations working on these same issues in Latin America.  In both the U.S. and Latin 
America, there has been very interesting progress in advancing gender rights and 
significant setbacks.  In both regions, concerted attempts at limiting women’s access to 
reproductive services are on the rise.  Interestingly, in recent months LGBT rights, 
especially in granting same-sex couples access to civil marriage, have seen important 
advances with both predominantly Catholic Mexico and Argentina granting marriage 
rights to same-sex couples.   
 
U.S. influence on Latin American culture and politics is pervasive with the U.S. serving 
as both a negative and positive role model.  U.S. policies during the Bush administration 
drastically reducing access to reproductive health services were echoed across Latin 
America as conservative governments emulated the U.S. lead.  Ironically, today, the 
actions of legislatures (Argentina) and courts (Mexico) in predominantly Catholic Latin 
America are loosening the stranglehold of conservative forces against civil marriage for 
same-sex couples in other countries in Latin America and in the U.S. 
 
There is a large human rights agenda with regard to gender and human 
rights defenders to be taken on in the Americas.  Staff recommends that 
The Overbrook Foundation remain focused in this area and commit its 
limited dollars for international human rights work here.  
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Appendix 

The documents listed here are recommended by staff for their insights and background 
data on the issues and recommendations found in this paper.  Most are available online 
at the web addresses given below.  Staff would be happy to get Directors printed versions 
of these documents if they prefer.   

U.S. Human Rights 

Eyes off the Prize: The United Nations and the African American Struggle 
for Human Rights, 1944-1955, Carol Anderson, Cambridge University Press, 2003  
Prof. Anderson clearly illustrates exactly where and precisely how the broadly based 
NAACP program of human rights got eviscerated during the 1940s and early 1950s, 
producing a narrowly focused and tantalizingly inadequate series of civil rights 
measures.  Above all this book emphasizes the blatant ways in which the issue of race 
indelibly permeates all aspects of politics, society and economy in the United States. 

 The Persistence of Racial and Ethnic Profiling in the United States  ACLU, 
August 2009.  http://www.aclu.org/pdfs/humanrights/cerd_finalreport.pdf An ACLU 
and Rights Working Group report to U.N. Committee on the Elimination of Racial 
Discrimination that documents new and insidious racial profiling cases, federal and state 
policies and practices and recommendation to end racial discrimination in the United 
States.   

Perfecting Our Union: Human Rights Success Stories from Across the 
United States The U.S. Human Rights Fund, March 2010           
www.ushumanrightsfund.org/resources This report provides concrete examples of how 
human rights values, standards and strategies have successfully been used in the United 
States to advance policy and practice. 

Year Two Report: U.S. Human Rights Fund Evaluation Innovation Network, 
October 28th, 2009. http://www.ushumanrightsfund.org/grantmaking-and-
program/evaluation  In 2007, the U.S. Human Rights Fund (USHRF) enlisted the help 
of Innovation Network to conduct a participatory three-year evaluation of its work, 
which began in 2005.  This is the second report that provides an in-depth evaluation of 
the USHRF grantees, donors, and recommendations to the Fund. 

Growing the Movement for Human Rights: An Evaluation of The Libra 
Foundation’s Grantmaking, 2009 http://www.thelibrafoundation.org/news.htm A 
family philanthropy similar to The Overbrook Foundation assessed its grantmaking 
practices and to better understand its role in furthering a broad-based human rights 
movement. 

Domestic Dignity: Human Rights in Asian American Advocacy Asian Law 
Caucus, June 2010.  http://korematsuinstitute.org/programs/domestic-dignity/ This 
report synthesizes interviews with key leaders in the Asian American advocacy 
community about the use of human rights in Asian American advocacy and organizing 
and the skills and capacities that they require to be effective.   

http://www.aclu.org/pdfs/humanrights/cerd_finalreport.pdf
http://www.ushumanrightsfund.org/resources
http://www.ushumanrightsfund.org/grantmaking-and-program/evaluation
http://www.ushumanrightsfund.org/grantmaking-and-program/evaluation
http://www.thelibrafoundation.org/news.htm
http://korematsuinstitute.org/programs/domestic-dignity/
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Reproductive Justice 

Understanding Reproductive Justice, Sister Song, 2006  www.sistersong.net 
Provides a timeline and history of the reproductive justice movement and its connection 
to international legal standards and movements. 

Different Takes: Reasons to Rethink Reproductive “Choice” by Marlene Gerber 
Fried, Population and Development Program, Civil Liberties and Public Policy, 
HampshireCollege, 2008 http://popdev.hampshire.edu  In this issue of DifferentTakes, 
Professor Marlene Gerber Fried analyzes why choice is a restrictive concept and why the 
bold vision advanced by the reproductive justice movement is the way forward. 

Same-Sex Marriage 

Over Time, A Gay Marriage Groundswell by Andrew Gelman, Jeffrey Lax And 
Justin Phillips, August 21, 2010, The New York Times—This article reports on rapidly 
changing public attitudes towards support of civil marriage for same-sex couples. 

Marriage as a Central Engine of LGBT Progress by Evan Wolfson, Executive 
Director, Freedom to Marry, August 11, 2010—written by a leader of the civil marriage 
for same-sex couples movement, this article argues that for many reasons marriage has 
been the central engine of the dialogue over LGBT rights and that the success we have 
seen with marriage has been mirrored in a considerable decade of progress for the 
broader LGBT movement.   

Media and the Progressive Movement 

Why Foundations of All Kinds Should Promote Internet Access by Luis 
Ubiñas. April 2010. The Chronicle of Philanthropy. http://www.knightcomm.org/why-
foundations-of-all-kinds-should-promote-internet-access/ An op-ed by the president of 
the Ford Foundation, which puts the important goals of the National Broadband Plan in 
perspective. This piece lists the fundamental reasons why promoting Internet access 
should be a core value in supporting civic and cultural philanthropy. 

 Funding Media, Strengthening Democracy:  Grantmaking for the 21st 
Century Grantmakers in Film and Electronic Media Consortium. 
http://gfem.org/sites/gfem.org/files/FundingMediaStrentheningDemocracy_summary.
pdf. This report provides a snapshot of media funding by grantmakers - the what, how 
much and why.  It compares the for-profit and nonprofit sectors, presents tools that 
some funders are using to assess the impact of their investments and reveals the thinking 
behind much Foundation’s media grantmaking. 

International Human Rights:  Latin America 

Index of Global Philanthropy and Remittances, Hudson Institute, 2010 
https://www.hudson.org/bookstore/ The Index of Global Philanthropy is the sole 
comprehensive guide to global philanthropy and remittances abroad. The Index 
documents contributions in 2008 (latest available data) from foundations, corporations, 
charities, universities and colleges, religious congregations, and volunteers to the 
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https://www.hudson.org/bookstore/
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developing world. Private philanthropy and remittances from the developed to the 
developing world were nearly twice as much as government aid ($233 vs. $121 billion). 

Gender Rights 

In Brief:  Facts on Abortion and Unintended Pregnancy in Latin America 
and the Carribbean Guttmacher Institute, October 2009. 
http://www.guttmacher.org/pubs/IB_AWW-Latin-America.pdf  Of the 4.1 million 
abortions performed in 2003, all but 200,000 were unsafe.* Most safe abortions 
occurred in Cuba, Guyana and Puerto Rico—where the procedure is permitted on broad 
grounds and is performed by medically trained professionals. 
 
Achieving ICPD commitments for abortion care in Latin America: The 
unfinished agenda Ipas, 2005.  
  http://www.ipas.org/Publications/asset_upload_file332_2451.pdf Relying on results 
from an extensive survey of key stakeholders in Bolivia, Brazil, Mexico, Nicaragua and 
Uruguay, this report concludes that political, economic and social forces—especially 
conservative religious forces—in Latin America have significantly impeded the 
implementation of the holistic reproductive and health rights recommendations that 
were made at the International Conference on Population and Development (ICPD) in 
Cairo 10 years ago. 

Fast Facts on Abortion and Reproductive Health, Ipas, 2008. 
http://www.ipas.org/Publications/ Fast facts is a short list for students and young 
activists in the U.S. who seek to advance abortion rights as well as reproductive justice 
issues. It includes background information on unsafe abortion in the U.S. and around 
the globe and the effects of restrictive sexual and reproductive health policies on the lives 
of women and girls internationally.  

Defending Human Rights Defenders 

Protecting Women Human Rights Defenders in Meso-America Region, AWID 
Women’s Rights, April 2010.http://www.awid.org/eng/Issues-and-Analysis/Issues-and-
Analysis/Protecting-Women-Human-Rights-Defenders-in-Meso-America-Region  An 
interview with Marusia López Cruz, an organizer for a regional women’s human rights 
defenders (WHRD) conference.  The organizations that organized the meeting are 
concerned about the increasingly frequent attacks and other human rights violations that 
WHRDs in the Meso-America region face. 

Biodiversity Conservation 

U.N. Report: Eco-Systems at ‘Tipping Point’ by Matthew Knight. May 2010. 
http://edition.cnn.com/2010/WORLD/africa/05/10/biodiversity.loss.report/. Details of 
a new UN report which says the world’s eco-systems are at risk of “rapid degradation and 
collapse.” 

Tropical Deforestation. By Rebecca Lindsey. March 2007. 
http://earthobservatory.nasa.gov/Features/Deforestation/. A useful article that explains 
why biodiversity conservation is necessary. 
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Sustainable Consumption/Climate Change 

Making the Case for Sustainable Consumption. By Linda Hwang. July 2010. 
http://www.greenbiz.com/blog/2010/07/28/making-business-case-sustainable-
consumption.  

Where Did the Carter White House’s Solar Panels Go? By David Biello. August 
2010.  http://www.scientificamerican.com/article.cfm?id=carter-white-house-solar-
panel-array&sc=DD_20100806 A historical look at why the United States energy 
situation is so bad. 
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