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THEY'RE LOOKING FOR A SECOND CHANCE - OR A CHANCE THEY NEVER HAD TO BEGIN WITH.
RETURNING CITIZENS

A feature documentary by Saffron Cassaday
RT: 68 mins
www.returningcitizensdocumentary.com
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i Short synopsis

“Returning Citizens” focuses on a passionate group of 
individuals who are looking for a second chance – or perhaps 
a chance they never had to begin with. Taking place in 
Southeast Washington, DC, the film offers a humanizing 
perspective on a community that has been negatively 
impacted by mass incarceration. From freshly returning 
individuals struggling to rebuild their lives, to community 
leaders working to end the longoing cycle of crime and 
violence, the stories unveiled in “Returning Citizens” offer 
proof that change is possible when the right opportunities  
are presented.

ii The medium synopsis

“Returning Citizens” takes place in Southeast Washington, 
DC - a poor, predominantly African American community 
where virtually every individual has had some contact with the 
criminal justice system. Following a tapestry of characters 
struggling to put their lives back together after returning 
from incarceration, the film explores the cause and effects of 
crime, poverty and violence and allows those who have been
affected the most to have a voice and say in the solution.
From housing and employment, to family reunification, we 
learn that rehabilitation is not always as easy as simply 
picking one’s self up by the boot straps. We hear about the 
upbringings of the subjects and what led them to crime in the 
first place, and, through those who were able to successfully 
turn their lives around, we learn what works and what 
doesn’t. Elders in the community take it upon themselves to 
reach out to the youth and those who are freshly re-entering, 
offering them the support and help that they wish they had
been offered themselves.

Using an observational style, “Returning Citizens” offers 
a deeply personal story of hope and redemption. The film 
demonstrates that change is possible when the right 
opportunities are presented.

iii The long synopsis

In the United States, there are currently 2.2 million people 
behind bars and 65 million people living with a criminal 
record. It is an accepted fact that the United States is an 
outlier in the developed world when it comes to rates of 
incarceration. Politicians on both sides of the aisle have 
recently become in favor of reducing the federal prison 
population. But in order to truly reform the criminal justice 
system, we must first humanize the individuals who are 
affected by it and let them have a say in the solution.

“Returning Citizens” takes place in Southeast Washington, 
DC - a poor, predominantly African American community 
where virtually every individual - from the local radio DJ to a 
programming director for the Mayor’s office - has had some 
contact with the criminal justice system. The film begins 
by introducing a tapestry of characters who make up this 
closely-knit, but deeply troubled neighborhood. Robert, who 
was recently granted clemency after serving 21 years of a life 
sentence, just wants to find employment. Lashonia, a mother 
of two, struggles to rebuild a relationship with her children 
after being away for 18 years. Gentrification makes it even 
harder for the subjects to carve a place for themselves and 
characters both young (Moe, 24) and old (Cheese, 65), express 
their temptation to go back to the streets in order to make a 
living for themselves and their families through illegal means. 
Over the course of a year, the film follows these individuals 
as they attempt to put their lives back together. We hear 
about their upbringings and what led them to crime in the 
first place. Through those who have successfully turned their 
lives around, we learn what works and what doesn’t when 
it comes to rehabilitation. Elders in the community take it 
upon themselves to reach out to the youth and those who are 
freshly re-entering, offering them the support and guidance 
they wish they had been offered themselves.

Using an observational style, “Returning Citizens” gets on the 
ground level in a deeply personal way, allowing the individuals 
and families who have been affected by the criminal justice 
system to have a voice. The film offers an overarching 
message of hope and empowerment, demonstrating that 
change is possible when the right opportunities are presented 
and providing solutions on how individuals, communities and 
the government can work together to help reform the criminal 
justice system.

SYNOPSIS
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DIRECTOR’S STATEMENT

spoke passionately about 
his family and community 
and how important it was for 
him to be a good role model 
not only to his daughter and 
grandchild, but to the youth 
in the community and the 
men and women returning 
from incarceration. Talking 
to Charles was enlightening. 
I began wondering, how 
would I would have fared 
if I was brought up in the 
same community? My initial 
interest in the technology 
program was replaced 
by an awareness of the 
insurmountable challenges 
being faced by those coming 
out of prison.

For the next year and a half, 
I visited the Mayor’s Office 
on Returning Citizens Affairs 
dozens of times - at first, 
on my own, and later, with a 
camera crew to begin filming 
this documentary. Through 
the office and through 
Charles, I was introduced 
to a network of individuals 
who were all connected by 
one central issue - their 
involvement in the criminal 
justice system. From freshly 
returning individuals coming 
into the office to utilize the 
services, to activists I met at 
panel discussions and rallies, 
each person I met over the 
course of making this film 
opened my eyes to situations 
and circumstances I had no 
previous relationship to. I 
heard their stories, met their 
families, witnessed their 

struggles and successes, and 
now, I feel honored to call 
them my friends.

Throughout the making of 
the film, I often thought back 
to the cab driver who was 
apprehensive about taking 
me to Southeast in the first 
place. I’m glad I didn’t allow 
him to scare me away from 
taking that first visit to the 
community I now hold so 
dear. His apprehension was 
valid. Southeast is in many 
ways a dangerous place 
and it was obvious to the 
residents of this community 
that we (myself and the film 
crew) were outsiders. In fact, 
several of the individuals 
we met admitted that they 
initially thought we were 
undercover cops. Sometimes 
we were met with aggression, 
but in general, when we 
explained why were there and 
what we were working on, we 
were greeted with warmth 
and gratitude. So often we 
fear what we don’t know, 
but when given the chance 
for connection, those walls 
quickly dissipate. If there was 
any uncertainty about why a 
person with no connection to 
this issue would care to make 
a film about the subject, 
all I can say is it only took 
one meeting with Charles 
Thornton for me to be able  
to put myself in his shoes  
and understand that we are 
often only as good as our 
perceived options.

Before making the film 
“Returning Citizens,” I 
had no experience with 

the criminal justice system, 
neither through myself nor 
those close to me. That all 
changed when I met one  
of the stars of the film, 
Charles Thornton.

Originally from Toronto, I 
had been doing community 
work in Washington, DC for 
years on a very different 
subject matter - seniors 
and technology. Through a 
colleague at the DC Office  
of Technology,

I was introduced to a program 
that offered computer 
training for seniors coming 
out of prison and was eager 
to learn more. I hopped in a 
cab and asked the driver to 
take me to the Mayor’s Office 
on Returning Citizens Affairs 
located in Southeast, DC - he 

was shocked that I wanted 
to be taken to that area and 
immediately warned me of 
how dangerous it was. Up 
until that point, I had never 
ventured east of the river. All 
I knew of DC were the quiet, 
safe communities and shiny 
government buildings of 
Capitol Hill. In Southeast,  
I would be introduced to a 
part of the city I didn’t even 
know existed.

Upon arriving at the Mayor’s 
Office, Charles gave me a tour 
of the facilities and told me 
about the re-entry services 
they provided. Even though I 
was there to talk specifically 
about the computer program, 
the conversation kept drifting 
toward Charles’s personal 
story - his upbringing, his 
experience in the criminal 
justice system and how, 
despite all odds, he was able 
to turn his life around. He 
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Brenda Rusnak
Producer

Ben Ainsworth has been experimenting with documentary 
over the past decade. He is mostly self-taught despite 
completing various video journalism programs in Canada and 
the UK. After graduating from the University of Toronto, he 
travelled the world capturing the beauty of different cultures 
and places through the lens of his camera.

Ben spent much of the past year in Canada’s far north 
filming both commercial and biography projects for online 
distribution and broadcast television. He has filmed overnight 
protests in the streets of London, explored Burmese conflict 
zones and photographed Yukon grizzlies. Currently, Ben is 
bringing a fresh and artistic film style to the documentary 
“Returning Citizens” as the cinematographer.

Brenda Rusnak is an entrepreneur and financier with over 
35 years of business experience. She is the founder and 
president of The Best Part Inc.

Prior to her career as a film producer, Brenda acted as CEO 
and President for a multi-million dollar healthcare company 
in which she had controlling interest.

Ben Ainsworth
Director of Photography
Editor

ABOUT THE FILMMAKERS

Saffron Cassaday
Director, Editor
Associate Producer

This is Saffron Cassaday’s second documentary film. Her first 
film, “Cyber-Seniors,” was released in 2014, to both audience 
and critical acclaim. It has been screened in over 250 cities 
throughout the world and has been broadcast on PBS, Netflix, 
CBC and countries worldwide. “Cyber-Seniors” has also 
inspired a social campaign, which to date has reached over 
800 million individuals through events, traditional media and 
social media, and is sponsored by over 900 partners including 
AARP foundation, Best Buy Foundation, TELUS Canada, and 
hundreds of schools, universities, and libraries.

Saffron was born in Toronto, Canada, and traveled New York 
City immediately after completing high school to study acting 
at the prestigious Lee Strasberg Theatre and Film Institute. 
Upon returning to Toronto, she continued to develop her skills 
in front of and behind the camera. Some of her most recent 
work includes her starring role in the award-winning web 
series Pete and the Pirates, and editor and lead female role in 
the Global series, In the Key of Z, which she also co-produced.
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Erik Lasby
Editor

Eric Lasby is an Emmy nominated editor with almost two 
decades of experience. Originally from the Pacific Northwest, 
he moved to New York City to attend NYU’s Tisch School of 
the Arts, where he remained for many years after falling in 
love with both “The City” and the craft of editing. Among his 
numerous projects, Eric has served as originator and key 
player for every series with celebrity icon Anthony Bourdain, 
acting as an editor and co-producer throughout.

Eric’s work in that regard garnered him an Emmy nomination 
as well as two Ace Eddie nominations - one of which he took 
the statue for in 2012.

His most recent project, a documentary feature for CNN 
Films entitled: “Jeremiah Tower: The Last Magnificent,” was 
selected for the 2016 Tribeca Film Festival.

Derek McCants has a long list of varied credits that include 
documentaries and reality programs for PBS’s Nova, Whoopi 
Goldberg’s A Laugh And A Tear, Jerry Bruckheimer’s Pro-
files From The Front Line, Arnold Shapiro’s Beyond Scared 
Straight, Junkyard Wars, and Starting Over (for which he was 
nominated for an Emmy). His work in dramatic programming 
crosses a broad spectrum from ABC’s General Hospital, 
to assisting Terrence Malick’s team of editors on The Thin 
Red Line. Most recently Derek was part of a team talented 
Editors that worked on “The Story of God,” a series produced 
and hosted by Morgan Freeman which aired on the National 
Geographic Channel.

Derek McCants
Editor
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Producer 
Brenda Rusnak, 
The Best Part Inc. 
Phone 416-388-0310 
brenda@thebestpart.ca

Year of Production – 2017
Publicist 
Russ Posternak
Post PR
russposternak@gmail.com 
914-400-7023

Canadian Distributor
Avi Federgreen
Indiecan Entertainment Inc.
Toronto, ON
office  416 898 3456
info@indiecanent.com
www.indiecanent.com

High res stills and broadcast quality clips available on request 
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