Project: Rico & Starr

Director: Goro Toshima

Proposal Narrative

1. Project Description

Rico & Starr is a 90 minute documentary that follows a young, homeless couple over the course of 15 months as they try to improve their situation and establish some stability in their otherwise chaotic lives.  The film begins at a point where Rico and Starr have hit rock bottom.  After aging out of the foster care system a couple of years ago, Rico has followed the path of so many other ex-foster youth and ended up homeless.  And Starr bounced around from relative to relative and landed in a shelter after her 19th birthday.  Shortly after meeting Rico four months prior to the beginning of the film, she left the shelter to live with him on the streets.  They now live in a mold-infested, burnt out, abandoned building off of Hollywood Boulevard.  The story of Rico & Starr begins with their current living situation and their acknowledgment that they have to do something about their lives.  It is an intimate and dramatic story of two bright and sympathetic individuals, who struggle against the obstacles and pitfalls of homelessness, in the pursuit of a better life…while always maintaining a sense of dignity, hope and determination.

Rico & Starr follows a classic three-act story structure.  In the first act, we get to know the characters and the lives they lead.  We learn that both Rico and Starr are alone in this world.  They are homeless, jobless and with only the slightest glimmer of hope.  We see them in their ‘abando’.  The ceiling is caved in.  Green mold creeps up the wall.  The floor is sodden and spongy underfoot.  In this chaotic looking room, Rico creates a makeshift stove, placing a dozen candles under the metal slats of a chair to cook food.  In the morning, Starr sneaks into the Starbucks bathroom to wash up.  In voiceover, she explains that it ‘weakens her soul’ to be living this way and that she knows that she’s not meant for this type of life.  The first act also contains two main plot points that drive the narrative forward.  First, we see Starr in the Saban Free Clinic, where she learns that she is pregnant.  And at the end of the act, we see Rico and Starr’s abando being demolished.  These two situations force Rico and Starr to move on.

In the second act, Rico and Starr find themselves literally on the streets.  They live day by day/night by night, sneaking onto the roofs of Hollywood Blvd luxury apartments in order to have a safe place to sleep at night.  But hitting this low also spurs them to try to find a better way of life.  We begin to witness the fledgling steps Rico and Starr take to get off the street.  Rico walks up and down Hollywood Boulevard, trying to get work in a smoke shop.  Starr begins to pursue obtaining her GED.   She also tries to get support from various non-profit organizations that help homeless youth with jobs, housing, etc.  After a couple of months of bouncing around on the streets, they finally find a relatively decent living situation…an unused, industrial space under the Universal Citywalk complex (an outdoor entertainment mall owned by Universal Studios).  The second act also demonstrates some of the deeper issues that underscore Rico and Starr’s situation.  We begin to understand how their traumatic pasts have led them to where they are and also make it difficult for them to get to a better place.  We see the lack of real options available for youths above the age of 18.  And we see the extreme stress that this type of living places on people who are young and vulnerable.

The third act is that part of the story which is yet to be written.  Having followed the two for over 5 months already, we can speculate.  Starr may continue to do all the right things…enroll in government run job training programs, apply for GR (government relief), pass the GED, etc.  She may break up with Rico, leaving him to fend for himself after having gotten used to having a partner these past months.  She may go on to find a steady job and transitional housing…the lifestyle they both desired in the beginning.  And Rico may be back to square one, living day to day, languishing in the shadows with the other homeless youths.  Or they both may continue on the upward journey together.

By the end of the film, we’ve witnessed the profound journey of one homeless couple.  But it’s a story that represents the dreams, failed hopes, and very real struggles of thousands of other homeless youth out there.  Rico & Starr is a humanistic and unflinching look into the lives of two individuals, who are part of a community we pass on the streets everyday and avert our eyes.  My greatest hope is that this film tells a compelling, intimate and informative story about Rico and Starr, and also sheds light on the larger issue of homeless youth. 

Through Rico and Starr’s story, we gain a better understanding of the larger issue of youth homelessness.  In the midst of the greatest economic downturn since the Depression, a record number of youth are entering the world of homelessness.  The National Law Center on Homelessness and Poverty estimates that there are 3.5 million homeless people living on the streets of this country.  Young adults (18-24 years old) comprise 15% of this population.  And California has the highest rate of homeless youth in this nation.  These kids are the products of abuse, neglectful families, and a problematic foster care system.  And after a lifetime of little to no adult guidance, they’re now thrust into the adult world, mostly left to their own devices to fend for themselves.  They’re an extremely vulnerable population who need help and attention. They comprise a subculture largely ignored by the greater society around them.  And now, the decline in public services, lack of affordable housing, outrageous health insurance costs and an eroding workforce exacerbate the situation for these young people.

On the surface, this film is about two young, homeless people trying to get off the streets.  But through their stories, we gain a deeper understanding of what leads kids to become homeless and how they can possibly lift themselves out of this situation.  The film underscores both the external challenges they face in terms of trying to get help in a time of evaporating public aide and a decimated workforce, as well as the internal challenges of coping with such a fraught past.   It sheds light on a profound issue that this country, and California in particular, needs to deal with.
The basic style/look of Rico & Starr will be a gritty, but beautifully shot, verite aesthetic, mixed with studio interviews.  The majority of the film will be handheld, using a Panasonic HD camera.  I also intend to complement/contrast the verite footage with set-up, beautifully composed and quiet images that relate to the subject.  This footage will be used as interstitials throughout the film.  Also, interspersed throughout the film will be a ‘greek chorus’ (montage of interview bytes) of other homeless youth, who will share their thoughts/experiences on the particular subject at hand.  I also hope to give Rico and Starr their own small camcorder, which will be used to record personal video diaries.  In general, the verite scenes will provide the narrative backbone of the film, while the interviews and ‘greek chorus’ will give context and background to the stories.  But most importantly, I want this film to convey an intimate feeling, giving viewers an emotional and up close look into the lives of the characters. I hope that the filmmaking process becomes a cathartic experience for Rico and Starr, and a means to express their feelings during this emotional time in their lives. 

I began filming with Rico and Starr in March of 2009 and hope to continue to film through summer of 2010.  I intend to begin editing in early spring of 2010, completing the film by fall of 2010.  

2. Humanities Content

The humanities and its’ emphasis on analysis, interpretation and exchange of ideas is a significant element of both the production of this project, as well as how the film will be used once it is finished.   Essentially, Rico and Starr is a look into youth homelessness.   It asks the fundamental questions of what leads a kid into homelessness, what his/her life is like on the streets, and what are the most effective ways to improve this situation.  The film delves beyond the typical portrayals of homeless youth, who are usually shown as hard core drug abusers, prostitutes, gutterpunks, etc.  Many films on this topic aim to show the seamy side of this life and neglect to go deeper.  Instead of perpetuating these stereotypes, Rico and Starr looks into the underlying issues of the problem and offers viewers a complex portrait of a way of life normally hidden in the shadows.

The role of the humanities advisors attached to this project is crucial.  The advisors have years of experience in both field work (working directly with the homeless youth population), as well as more academic analysis/interpretation of the issues surrounding this topic.  As advisors, they will be instrumental in helping me to understand the homeless youth population and their attendant issues better.  On the surface, both Rico and Starr are bright and articulate youths who would seemingly be able to extricate themselves from their situation.  However, the reality is that they’re extremely complex individuals with traumatic pasts that shape their decisions and destinies.  Both advisors will be a great benefit in helping me to understand what they are going through and consequently assist me in deciding how best to direct the project.  

Also, the advisors will view footage and various cuts of the film.   And after seeing the footage from the project, they will advise on particular themes and topics that need to be developed in the film.  In viewing the story as it emerges, the advisors will help to identify what is really go on with Rico and Starr and make suggestions/connections on how particular aspects of their story relates to the larger context of homeless youth.

Perhaps the most important part of the film is how it will be used once it is completed.  My hope is that Rico and Starr is a layered portrait of the lives of the characters and sheds light on an extremely complex issue.  I believe that experts and academics, who work in the area of youth homelessness, will be able to view the film and get a glimpse into a culture to which they have little access.  Consequently, the film will serve as a tool for them to gain knowledge, interpret and generate conversation about the issues surrounding homeless youth.

3. Project Personnel

Goro Toshima 

Director/Cinematographer

Goro Toshima is a documentary film director and cinematographer.  His work has aired on HBO, PBS, the Sundance Channel, Bravo, etc.  His last film (A Hard Straight) received the jury award for best documentary feature at the South by Southwest and Santa Barbara Film Festivals.  In addition to screening at dozens of other festivals, including LA and Chicago, A Hard Straight also broadcast nationally on PBS’ Emmy award winning series, Independent Lens.  The Village Voice called the film ‘riveting…an honest and intimate film packed with much needed answers’.  Variety said it is ‘a dramatic and an up-close look at the temptations and frustrations faced by three parolees…it won’t be hard for this documentary to gain global festival and tube exposure.’  Goro received a Masters Degree in Documentary Film Production at Stanford University.

Kim Roberts (email: XXX phone:XXX)

Producer/Editor

Kim Roberts is an Emmy winning editor of feature documentaries.  Her work includes Oscar Nominees and Sundance Grand Jury Prize Winners Daughter from Danang and Long Night’s Journey into Day, as well as Autism: the Musical (acquired by HBO), Two Days in October (Peabody and Emmy winner), The Fall of Fujimori (Sundance), Lost Boys of Sudan (Independent Spirit Award), A Hard Straight (Grand Prize, SXSW), Daddy & Papa (Sundance), and most recently Food, Inc. (acquired by Magnolia for theatrical distribution in 2009).  Kim has received three Emmy nominations as well as a WGA nomination.  She also works with her husband to write/direct narrative films, including the feature Wilderness Survival for Girls, which is distributed by ContentFilms/Image Entertainment.  Kim received her Masters Degree in Documentary Film Production from Stanford University.

Kristin Ferguson (email: XXX phone:XXX)

Humanities Advisor

Dr. Kristin M. Ferguson is an Associate Professor of Social Work at the University of Southern California.  Her research interests include homeless and street-living youth, social and spiritual capital, outcomes evaluation and social development interventions with street youth.  She was previously the principal investigator of an international, inter-disciplinary research project that identified best-practices in faith-based organizations servicing street-living children in Los Angeles, Mumbai and Nairobi.  Currently, she is the principal investigator of a study examining the migration, mental health, substance abuse and employment patterns among street youth across Los Angeles, CA; Austin, TX; St. Louis, MO; and New Orleans, LA.  

Norweeta Milburn (email: XXX phone:XXX))

Humanities Advisor

Dr. Norweeta Milburn is a research psychologist in the Department of Psychiatry and Biobehavioral Sciences at the UCLA Semel Institute Center for Community Health. Her research interests include homelessness, substance abuse, family interventions and mental health.  She has been a principal investigator of National Institute on Drug Abuse (NIDA) research on the homeless.  As a principal investigator of National Institute of Mental Health and NIDA studies of homeless and African-American youth, she has examined paths into and out of homelessness, and risk for HIV among homeless youth in the U.S. and Australia; is implementing a behavioral intervention for homeless adolescents at risk for HIV and their families; and testing recruitment strategies for behavioral interventions.

Elizabeth Joniak (email: XXX phone:XXX)

Elizabeth A. Joniak will receive her Ph.D. from the Department of Sociology at UCLA upon completion of her dissertation, “The Daily Lives of Hollywood Street Kids,” in December 2009.  Since arriving at UCLA in 2000, her research studies, which use field research methods and interviews, have focused on the homeless, deviance, interaction, and institutions.  To complete her dissertation, she spent three years shadowing and interviewing Hollywood street kids and service providers, as well as one year on a mobile van conducting HIV testing in areas frequented by street kids and other homeless youth.  She has presented her results at several national conferences and has received multiple awards and fellowships, including a John Randolph Haynes and Dora Haynes Foundation Dissertation Fellowship.  

4. Outcomes

My hope for Rico and Starr is that it provides a compelling, insightful and honest look into the lives of this young, homeless couple.  Ideally, it will go beyond a simple portrait of Hollywood ‘street life’ and actually provide some clues about why youths end up in this situation and why they don’t get out of it.  My hope is that it is a film for both a lay audience, as well as for homeless youth advocates/activists.  I want the film to gain as broad exposure as possible, in terms of broadcast and film festival screenings.  But ultimately I want Rico and Starr to be a useful tool for those who are involved in the homeless youth community; from professors who teach courses dealing with this subject, to those involved in non-profit organizations, to California legislators who can affect change on this issue.  And most importantly, Rico and Starr will be used by current homeless youth, in order for them to understand better what they are going through and hopefully, see some hope in getting out of their situation.

I will evaluate my progress toward reaching this outcome by showing various cuts of the films at different stages to my humanities advisors, filmmaking peers and also non-film related people.  During each ‘screening’, I will get specific feedback about what works in the film, what doesn’t work and what sorts of messages are being conveyed in the film.  And based on this feedback, I will shape the film accordingly.  
5. Outreach and Distribution 

The audience for Rico and Starr is several fold:

-a general audience

-advocates/activists/academics who work in the area of homeless youth

-California legislators who can affect policy change 

-homeless youth

In providing a human face to this issue, Rico and Starr will strike an emotional core in the viewers and hopefully inspire them to take action.  I hope that policymakers will work towards implementing concrete improvements for homeless youth; that those who work with this population will find better ways to prepare the kids for a better life; that current homeless youth will gain better understanding and perspective about their own situation.

The first stage of the distribution-marketing strategy for Rico & Starr is the typical film festival to TV broadcast route.  Ideally, the film will play at major U.S. festivals, will be well received, and then will broadcast on a major cable network.  My last film broadcast on PBS’ Independent Lens series.  At the very least, I hope for a national PBS broadcast for this film.  However, I am aiming for a larger outlet for Rico & Starr and thus hoping for a major cable broadcast.  HBO is a strong possibility.

Upon completing a festival run and TV broadcast, I intend to engage in a both statewide (California) and nationwide outreach effort, targeting people directly involved with homeless youth.  Since beginning this project, I have been building relationships with people at the Annie E. Casey Foundation, whose main focus is in helping disadvantaged children.  After the TV broadcast, I hope to work with the Casey Foundation and Working Films (an organization devoted to maximizing the impact of documentary films) to develop and implement a nationwide outreach effort.

The overall strategy for outreach will include screenings at conferences/workshops and townhall style public meetings, as well as at local community organizations and in drop-in centers/shelters for homeless youth.  The campaign will also include content delivery that targets politicians and advocates, with the aim of educating people and inspiring them to improve the system.  Additionally, I hope to implement a new media strategy to get the word out about the film.  This will include utilizing social networking sites, such as Facebook and Myspace, as well as sites such as YouTube, in order to attract youths to the film.  Finally, I also intend to engage in a nationwide educational distribution effort, in order to get the film to academics, who study and teach about homeless youth issues.  

6. Fundraising Strategy

Using the CCH grant, I will continue production on Rico & Starr with the aim of creating a rough cut, which will be used for further fundraising purposes.  Once I have a rough cut, I will pursue an ITVS and/or Sundance Documentary Film grant.  My last film (A Hard Straight) received full production funding from ITVS.  And I believe that Rico and Starr has a strong chance at receiving the same funding.  

In the meantime, I will also apply to foundations that provide smaller amounts of funding, in order to keep the production going.  This includes the Pacific Pioneer Fund and the Tribeca Documentary Fund.  

Additionally, I will approach the Casey Foundation for money.  As you may know, their focus is on advocating for disadvantaged children.  And they may be a good source of funding for this project.

7. Sponsoring Organization

One Arm Productions is a 501(c) non-profit corporation I founded in order to produce social issue documentary films.  This company administered the finances for my previous film, which received a $250,000 grant from ITVS.  The role of One Arm in this project will be to administer the finances.

8. Timeline

	TIME PERIOD
	                                    ACTIVITY

	  January 2010


	Project Team meeting with humanities advisors

Filming continues with Rico and Starr

Prep for editing (logging/organizing footage) begins



	  February 2010

	Filming continues with Rico and Starr

Prep for editing continues



	  March 2010


	Project Team meeting with humanities advisors

Filming continues with Rico and Starr

Editing begins



	  April-May 2010

	Filming continues with Rico and Starr

Editing continues

Rough Assembly (of footage shot thus far) completed by end of May

Project Team meeting with humanities advisors




	  June-July 2010
	Filming continues with Rico and Starr

Editing continues

Rough Cut completed by end of July

Project Team meeting with humanities advisors

Rough Cut screening for feedback



	  August 2010

	Filming continues with Rico and Starr

Editing continues

Fine Cut complete



	  September 2010

	Filming stops

Editing continues

Project Team meeting with humanities advisors

Fine Cut screening for feedback



	October 2010


	Project complete


9. Required Sample Work and Explantion of Selection

Please find enclosed two sample works:

- A Hard Straight (my last documentary)

- Rico and Starr (work in progress demo reel)

A Hard Straight follows the lives of 3 parolees in their lives after prison.  It received the best documentary feature award at South By Southwest and Santa Barbara Film Festivals.  It also played at many other festivals, including Los Angeles, Chicago Documentary and Big Sky.  A Hard Straight also broadcast nationally on PBS’ ‘Independent Lens’ series.

My role in this project was director/cinematographer/co-editor.

This film is relevant to my current project in several ways.  Most importantly, it reflects the same basic theme/narrative that underlies Rico & Starr; the stories of people on the margins of society struggling to figure out a way to survive without the benefits that most people have.  Also, A Hard Straight exemplifies the same filmmaking strategy I am employing on Rico & Starr; that is, an intensely personal and intimate look into the lives of the characters.  Much of A Hard Straight was shot with a single person crew, just myself.  This allowed me to develop close relationships with the characters, gain their trust and, ultimately, be able to film very personal scenes to which I otherwise would not have been privy.  I am shooting Rico & Starr in the same manner.  

The work in progress reel for Rico and Starr is essentially a very rough sketch of what the first act of the film may look like.  Essentially, this WIP introduces the two main characters, presents the beginnings of a possible storyline and demonstrates the overall style of the project.

10. Total Budget

$348,727 (requesting $50,000 from CCH)

*please see attached line item budget for details. 
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