ACS Educator’s Dog Fighting Documentary To Air on PBS

“Out of the Pit: Dog Fighting in Chicago” is a gritty urban documentary that chronicles the story of man’s best friend when he is forced to fight for the sake of entertainment and profit. Co-produced by Butch Campbell and Anti-Cruelty Society humane educator Sierra Cleveland, it tells the story of how dog fighting effects the animals and people directly involved, as well as the communities where it takes place and society as a whole.

“Out of the Pit: Dog Fighting in Chicago” will air on WTTW-TV, channel 11, on Tuesday evening, January 27, at 10:00 P.M. Viewers will:

· Hear an eleven-year-old tell, in his own words, of witnessing and participating in dog fights, and hear from a veteran police officer greatly outnumbered by dog fighters in a city where this “sport” has become epidemic. 

· Witness how dogs used for fighting are bred, singled out for their aggressiveness as early as five weeks old, and then systematically desensitized so that fighting becomes their sole purpose in life. They will also learn what happens to the losers and the dogs who refuse to fight.

· Take a comprehensive look at one of the nation’s fastest growing felony crimes. While Chicago is the focus of this story, this glimpse of dog fighting in Chicago represents what is happening in cities and towns across the country and internationally.

Interested individuals can hear Butch Campbell talk about the making of “Out of the Pit: Dog Fighting in Chicago” on WTTW’s Chicago Tonight show at 7:00 P.M. on Monday, January 26, or visit the filmmakers’ web site at www.izzyworksfilms.com.

The story behind “Out of the Pit”

by Sierra Cleveland

“We can judge the heart of a man by his treatment of animals.”  

Immanuel Kant 

I learned about the prevalence and cruelty of dog fighting as a volunteer for the Furry Friends Foundation, a Chicago animal shelter that adopts out pit bulls. Prior to that, it had never occurred to me that this activity was still practiced in our “modern day world.”  I had heard about bull and bear baiting in renaissance England and that the ancient Roman gladiators battled wild animals to the death.  But the fact that in our so-called civilized society, where death is so quickly removed from public view, there is a whole subculture that not only enjoys, but glamorizes a “sport” where two dogs brutally and violently chew each other to death was news to me.

The idea to make a documentary about dog fighting woke me from a deep sleep late one summer night back in 2000.  I distinctly remember thinking “I’m a performer. I have friends with video cameras. I have access to information about dog fighting. I’m going to make a documentary.  How hard could it be?”  

Initially, my thinking was that once the rest of the world learned of the inherent viciousness of dog fighting they’d be as upset as I was.  The outcry of concerned citizens would force law enforcement to stand up and take notice, thereby eradicating its existence…..I had no idea what I was getting into.

I met Butch Campbell shooting a Channel 7 news promo.  I was the talent, he was a cameraman.  By this time I knew I wanted to make the documentary happen, but had no idea how to approach it.  I talked up the idea to anyone who would listen.  Butch listened.  He also had a desire to make documentary films. His wife Julie, with her communications degree, photographer’s eye, and business sense, quickly came on board as well.  The production team was complete.

None of us knew what we were up against when we started.  We didn’t think about the long hours we would spend riding around with the Chicago Police Department’s Animal Abuse Control Team.  We never imagined we’d be lifting grates on back alley sewers to photograph discarded and dead puppies.  We didn’t know how sitting through hour after hour of dog fighting video, knowing that what we were watching wasn’t the product of “lights, camera, action,” but rather of dogs really being ripped apart for sport, for entertainment, for financial gain,  would turn our stomachs.  

Finally, three years, one personal loan, a few maxed out credit cards, and a couple of donations later, we have a film.  One that, we hope, answers and poses some questions.

I learned a lot making this film.  I’ve learned that pit bulls are the most abused dogs in this country.  I’ve learned that society is quick to condemn the breed for the transgressions of their owners, even though the dogs score an 83.2% passing rate in Temperament tests, while the average score of all breeds is 80.2%, according to the American Temperament Test Society. 

I’ve learned that dog fighting is about much more than the abuse endured by the animal.  It’s about the violence we, as a society, condone or at least turn a blind eye to, hoping it will just go away.  

I’ve learned that it is hard to convince someone who lives in substandard housing and doesn’t have access to much opportunity that they should work for minimum wage when they can sell pit bull puppies to be used in fights for a few hundred dollars each.  

I’ve learned that it is hard to convince kids that dog fighting is wrong when they are watching music videos, such as DMX’s “What’s My Name,” glorify it or when they are modeling the behavior of older kids considered cool or tough.  

I’ve learned that there are a lot of police out there who care about dogs and kids and what dog fighting is doing to our communities, but who haven’t had the necessary training to deal with it properly.

Mostly though, I’ve learned that there are no easy answers about how to solve the dog fighting epidemic.  What I do know is that until the public pushes the envelope about dog fighting, law enforcement will always have more important priorities.  Until dog fighting is taken as seriously as drunk driving and domestic violence—both of which were also once treated lightly—change will not happen.  Until we collectively decide that violence is NOT an acceptable form of entertainment, change will not happen.  Until we accept the reality that dog fighting desensitizes our children to violence, change will not happen. 

When we begin to stand up and speak out against violence in our communities, in our schools, on our playgrounds, and in our homes, we will stand a chance.  When we take the time to attend our CAPS beat meetings and give the officers an opportunity to help prevent violence in our neighborhoods, we will stand a chance.  When we find ways to support organizations who are reaching out to “at-risk” youth in our neighborhoods so that there are constructive alternatives for our children to attending dog fights, we will stand a chance.  

My hope is that this film will open our eyes to what is happening under our nose.   My hope for this film is that it will cause anger, initiate discussion, inspire action, and promote change.

In the interim, to report a dog fight in progress please call 911. To report any other information regarding dog fighting or animal abuse, call either The Anti-Cruelty Society at (312) 644-8338 or Chicago’s David R. Lee Animal Care and Control at 311. All calls can be made anonymously.

“Until we have the courage to recognize cruelty for what it is – whether its victim is human or animal – we cannot expect things to be much better in this world.”

Rachel Carson

