
In 2021, journalists faced extraordinary obstacles
to bring Americans trustworthy information about
a chaotic world — COVID-19, the Capitol riots, the
continuing reckoning over racial injustice. 

And Americans themselves encountered barriers
to getting basic government information — from
courts, police departments and public health
agencies. 

Institutions charged with bringing police
misconduct to light walled themselves off.
Government agencies that during the pandemic
have exercised extraordinary power over the lives
of Americans refused to provide information that
would shed light on how that power was
exercised.

And reporters and photographers faced
continuing attacks, improper arrests and efforts
to seize their legally protected unpublished
materials.

The First Amendment Coalition responded in
2021 by arming hundreds of people with powerful
tools to more fully engage in civic affairs. 
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And by standing up to state and local
governments to demand they protect the rights of
journalists. And when necessary, we went to
court.

Our federal civil rights lawsuit against a court
system in California's Central Valley resulted in
remote access for the public, previously shut out
due to COVID-19 restrictions. We filed lawsuits to
force disclosure of police misconduct records
and vital pandemic data. We filed friend-of-court
briefs to support First Amendment and
transparency allies across California and beyond.

This work continues, powered by the faith our
donors have put in us to carry out FAC’s crucial
mission. We are proud of the coalition of
supporters and allies we have forged in our 33
years. With their support, we are emboldened to
tackle whatever challenges to a free press, free
expression and the public’s right to know that
2022 might send our way.

https://firstamendmentcoalition.org/


2021 BY THE NUMBERS

746
PARTICIPANTS ATTENDED OUR
LIVE PUBLIC FORUMS, TRAINING
SESSIONS OR LEGAL SEMINARS  

NEW LEGAL CASES INITIATED OR
SUPPORTED BY FAC ATTORNEYS

11

NEWS STORIES, BROADCASTS OR
COMMENTARY FEATURING FAC

180
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OF PAGES OF INTERNAL POLICE
RECORDS DISCLOSED OR COURT
RECORDS UNSEALED 

1,000s

849
FREE LEGAL HOTLINE QUERIES
ANSWERED BY OUR EXPERTS

EDUCATIONAL EVENTS, CUSTOM
WORKSHOPS, LEGAL SEMINARS
OR PRESENTATIONS  

23
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George Floyd’s death at the hands of Minneapolis police
spurred a movement that transformed many aspects of
American life. Unparalleled in scope, the movement drew
strength from the First Amendment’s protections for
free speech, free assembly and a free press.

But press and protesters who turned out in record
numbers in 2020 to 2021 also faced backlash,
demonstrating how fragile these First Amendment rights
can seem to those exercising them. Arrests and assaults
of journalists and protesters soared, and state
legislatures took up a wave of anti-protest measures,
alarming First Amendment advocates.

To increase understanding of the First Amendment's role
in social justice movements — and to document threats
to the rights that fuel them — FAC launched Protest &
Pushback, a multi-media project.

https://anchor.fm/first-amendment-coalition https://firstamendmentcoalition.org/protest-pushback

Black and Brown
communities are so
much more at risk of
being targeted and
violently attacked. So if
you're a journalist of
color, I think the risk
goes up, if you are a
protester of color, the
risk goes up.”

— NORA BENAVIDEZ
First Amendment lawyer 
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A SPECIAL PROJECT EXPLORES
BACKLASH TO BLACK EXPRESSION
AND ATTACKS ON PRESS FREEDOM

Protest & Pushback is a collaboration between FAC and Code Black Media that aims to deepen the understanding of the First Amendment's role in the movement for Black lives
and to document new threats to these rights. 

https://anchor.fm/first-amendment-coalition
https://firstamendmentcoalition.org/protest-pushback
https://firstamendmentcoalition.org/


Backing legislation in California to increase the types of police
misconduct that must be disclosed to the public
Hosting workshops and public events in newsrooms and in the
community on accessing police records
Initiating and supporting litigation to force disclosure of records
and to ensure compliance with local and state sunshine laws
Providing commentary in the press and offering legal consultations
and referrals
 

EMPOWERING THE PEOPLE TO
HOLD POLICE ACCOUNTABLE

Cephus Johnson (above), whose nephew
was killed by police, discusses why he
became an advocate for police transparency
and reforms in California. The live
discussion, a collaboration between FAC and
KQED, featured a workshop by FAC's David
Snyder (top left), attorney Tenaya Rodewald
and KQED's Alex Emslie. 

There can be no police accountability without transparency. That’s why
FAC has worked for many years to improve open-records laws in
California, to enforce those laws in court and to arm the public with tools
to exercise their right to know. 

In 2021, our police transparency work included:
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FAC's Police Transparency Guide is a free digital download
that provides a comprehensive overview of how to access
police personnel records under new California state laws. 

ON-DEMAND VIDEO | HOW TO UNCOVER POLICE SECRETS
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tb2xb43GQFQ&feature=youtu.be
https://firstamendmentcoalition.org/
https://firstamendmentcoalition.org/2021/09/fac-live-understanding-police-misconduct-records-with-kqeds-on-our-watch-journalists/


NOW AVAILABLE! NEW EDITION OF THE RIGHT TO KNOW  
The second edition of "The Right to Know: A Guide to Public
Access and Media Law" is now available in digital formats. 

Fully updated in 2021, it is the authoritative guide on open
government and media law for California. It features in-depth
chapters on accessing public records and meetings, and on First
Amendment topics affecting newsgathering and publishing, such
as prior restraints, shielding confidential news sources, and the
rights of student journalists. 

It includes sample letters for requesting records from state and
federal government entities, including from California law
enforcement agencies subject to new disclosure laws.

A one-time $30 purchase allows a user unlimited access. 

TOOLS TO ACCESS YOUR DEMOCRACY
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A joint publication of FAC and the California 
News Publishers Association

FAC helps draft a public records request or
provides tools for pushing back on denials
FAC staff gives public comment or testimony in
support of a hotline user 
In some cases, a hotline user may need a referral
to a law firm or legal clinic

Since its founding in 1988, FAC has offered a free
Legal Hotline, open to all regardless of geography,
profession or affiliation with the coalition. In 2021,
FAC staff, and our partners at the law firm Bryan Cave
Leighton Paisner, responded to more than 800
questions about accessing public records from
California or federal agencies, participating in
government meetings and First Amendment rights.
Hotline support can mean:  

Throughout the pandemic, we fielded an uptick in
questions about virtual access to and participation in
government meetings.

In December, a hotline user named Sue Chung wanted
to find out if a local school board was violating her
rights to speak out by limiting public comment to in-
person attendees. Our attorneys gave Chung the
information she needed to push for a policy change.

In 2021, FAC added 50 new entries to our free online
database called Asked & Answered. The searchable
database features a decade's worth of entries,
spotlighting commonly asked questions about open-
government laws and First Amendment rights.

ASKED & ANSWERED

To deepen the understanding of the importance of
public access to courts, FAC partnered with First
Amendment Watch, a project at New York University's
journalism school, to produce a Teacher Guide on
Court Access. Cameras rolled during the 2021 trial of
Derek Chauvin, the former police officer who
murdered George Floyd, illustrating why public access
to courts is essential — and how the pandemic
created new challenges for keeping courts open to
the public in meaningful ways.   

NEW CLASSROOM RESOURCE

 FREE LEGAL HOTLINE "With FAC's help, my request to have public
comments be made available [to virtual
attendees] was approved within the month,"
hotline user Sue Chung said. "This helped
countless families who join school board
meetings virtually due to busy schedules."

https://twitter.com/FACoalition
https://firstamendmentcoalition.org/donate
http://eepurl.com/diKQwX
https://firstamendmentcoalition.org/

