
SMALL SMALL THING
THE OLIVIA ZINNAH STORY

A Film By: Jessica Vale & Nika Offenbac

“...riveting and infuriating all at once”
- LA Weekly
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April 2013		  Palm Beach Intl Film Festival, Palm Beach, FL
			   World Premiere

April 2013		  Dallas Intl Film Festival, Dallas, TX
			   Special Mention, Best Documentary Feature 

June 2013		  Encounters Film Festival, South Africa 
			   Selected scenes screened in the Filmmakers Against Women Abuse program.

September 2013	 Tri-Continental Human Rights Film Festival, South Africa

			   Montreal Intl Black Film Festival, Montreal, Canada
			   Winner, Best Feature Documentary

			   First Glance Film Festival, Philadelphia, PA
			   Winner: Best Feature Documentary

			   Baghdad International Film Festival, Baghdad, Iraq
			   Winner: Best Human Rights Documentary

October 2013		  Balinale International Film Festival

			   Kansas Intl Film Festival, Kansas, MO	
			   Winner: Best Feature Documentary	

			   Warsaw Intl Film Festival

November 2013	 Bronze Lens Film Festival, Atlanta, GA
			   Winner: Best International Documentary	

February 2014		  Open Your Eyes HUman Rights Film Festival, Sierra Leone
			 
			   Pan African Film Festival, Los Angeles, CA
			   Winner: Special Jury Award Best Documentary

			   Toronto Intl Black Film Festival

March 2014		  Portland Oregon Women’s Film Festival (POWfest)

			   Luxor African Film Festival

			   Rated SR New York Film Festival
			   Winner: Vanya Exerjian Award for Stopping Violence Against Women
			   Winner: Women Film Critics Circle Award
			   Winner: Grand Jury Prize Best Feature Film

June 2014		  Waterfront Film Festival, Michigan

Awards & Screenings
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‘My administration shall empower Liberian women in all areas of our national life, We will 
support and increase the writ of laws that restore their dignity and deal drastically with 
crimes that dehumanize them. We will enforce, without fear or favor, the law against rape 
recently passed.’ 
- Liberian President Ellen Johnson-Sirleaf (2005)

In December 2012 Olivia Zinnah, age 12, died of septic shock from a bowel obstruction.  
Her death was a result of complications from surgeries intended to repair the extensive 
injuries she sustained when she was raped at the age of seven. This is her story.

Small Small Thing begins at JFK Hospital in Monrovia, the capital of Liberia, and urban 
center of this West African country.  Olivia Zinnah is 9 years old, severely malnourished 
and handicapped. Her condition is life threatening. Believing her injuries to be the result of 
witchcraft, Olivia’s mother had been hiding her in their village for years.  

The doctors conclude her condition is the result of a brutal rape that took place when 
Olivia was 7 years old. When pressured to reveal her rapist, Olivia names her cousin.

This diagnosis has severe consequences. Originally from deep in the Liberian jungle, 
Olivia and her mother are shunned from their tribe for seeking outside help.  They are left 
stranded in Monrovia at the mercy of President Sirleaf’s government, facing the most 
difficult decision of all. What price are they willing to pay for justice?

Synopsis
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Jessica Vale (Director, Writer, Producer):

Jessica Vale is an accomplished non-fiction film producer and editor, work-
ing in the business for over a decade. Originally from New Hope, Pennsyl-
vania, Jess graduated from Temple University. Her credits include work for 
CBS News, National Geographic, Discovery Channel, History Channel, The 
Weinstein Co., and more. When she’s not deep in the documentary world, 
Jess spends her time as a musician and artist. In 2005 and 2007, her singles 
appeared on the Billboard charts. Jessica’s work has been featured in pub-
lications around the world such as the front page of the Times London art 
section, Wired Magazine, the Associated Press, Philadelphia Inquirer, and the 
NY Daily News.

Nika Offenbac (Producer, Director of Photography):

Currently based between NY and LA, Nika Offenbac is a veteran new media 
director and producer with over 9 years industry experience.  She began her 
career in design and visual effects, winning an ADC Young Gun for her motion 
work. Her projects include feature and short films, music videos & a wide 
range of interactive, digital, and experiential projects.  Her short films have 
screened internationally at The Lincoln Center, The Independent Film 
Channel, The Kunsthaus Graz (Austria), The Museum of Popular Art (Rome) 
The LACMA , and are included in the permanent collection of the San 
Francisco MOMA.  Her work has appeared in  Res Magazine, IDN, Repellent 
Magazine, & Stash Magazine. In 2011, she was featured in the documentary 
“Press Pause Play” discussing the future of digital media.

Barnie Jones (Co-Producer):

Barnie is a proud mother and native Liberian living and working in New 
York as a senior wholesaler for Chase Bank. She became involved in Small 
Small Thing while working for a visiting medical team in Liberia. 
Barnie recently starred as an actress in her first feature film, “Murder in the 
Cassava Patch,” which premiered in spring 2012.

The Filmmakers
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In January 2009, Director Jessica Vale was in Liberia with Mount Sinai Hospital directing a different 
documentary about the challenges US surgeons face in third world countries. In the middle of shooting, 
Mount Sinai deemed the film too controversial and put it on hold indefinitely. Monrovia was unsafe at the 
time, and Jessica was unable to leave JFK Hospital without armed security. Instead she ended up 
spending time in the women’s fistula ward, where 9 year old Olivia Zinnah had recently arrived as a patient.

Olivia had received a colostomy bag due to a severe fistula caused by rape. Her surgeons were visiting 
husband/wife team Ann Marie and Peter Dottino of New York.

Jess was quickly taken by her story and learned Olivia’s case was not isolated. With the help of 
Co-Producer Barnie Jones, they launched their own investigation into why JFK Hospital was receiving so 
many child rape victims. Despite extensive interviews with the Temple of Justice and a trip to Monrovia 
Central Prison, there were more questions than answers when they returned to New York.

Back in the US, Jess explained the story to fellow producer and director of photography Nika Offenbac, 
and asked her to join in a return trip to Liberia in August 2009.

In July 2009, right before their departure, we discovered that President Ellen Johnson Sirleaf and the 
UNFPA had ordered more surgery on Olivia. Something had gone wrong and Olivia was in even worse 
condition. Ann Marie and Peter Dottino were contacted, and returned to Liberia to help Olivia again.
This new development highlighted the urgency of the situation.

With a very limited budget, and donated camera gear , Jessica and Nika headed to Liberia. Given that 
Monrovia was still unsafe, they enlisted the help of under cover police officer Louis Johnson and local radio 
journalist Dannetha Sampson.

Over the next six weeks Jessica and Nika conducted an extensive investigation into Olivia’s story and her 
case. They continued the line of questioning Barnie and Jess had started months earlier, meeting an inter-
viewing various health and government officials. They also returned to Olivia’s village, Todee, the scene of 
the original crime, and spoke with Olivia’s tribe. Realizing Olivia’s story was not unique they headed even 
further into the bush trying to find clues as to why so many young girls were being raped.

In 2011 CNN aired a segment about Olivia Zinnah. It was made clear that no surgery was to be done on 
Olivia until she reached the age of 16.

In January 2012 an additional segment of Small Small Thing was filmed by Carielle Doe in Liberia. Olivia 
had recently been adopted by Dr Wilhelmina Jallah, and was attending school. She appeared to be a 
happy, healthy 11 year old. Her colostomy had been reversed, though the fistula had not entirely healed. 
It was unclear who approved the surgery. Her mother Bindu had returned to their village in Todee and 
dropped all charges against the accused rapist, Olivia’s cousin John.

Production Notes
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December 2012, Olivia is rushed to JFK Hospital with a bowel obstruction. Dr Jallah is unable to get 
approval for emergency surgery. Olivia’s US doctors are contacted and they inform Dr Jallah that Olivia will 
not survive without surgery. By the time surgery is approved, it is too late. A new colostomy bag is given, 
but Olivia dies a few days later from septic shock.

Jessica Vale and Nika Offenbac were contacted about Olivia’s death right away. They sent over money to 
pay for Olivia’s funeral. It has been reported in the press that the funeral was paid for by President Sirleaf’s 
Ministry of Gender. It is unclear what happened to Vale and Offenbac’s money.

The Ministry of Gender has also taken credit in the press for the successful surgeries done on Olivia Zinnah 
since 2009, despite the fact that was Ann Marie and Peter Dottino who diagnosed Olivia and performed 
the operations. The Ministry has not acknowledged the botched surgery they ordered in 2009.

Small Small Thing was re-edited in January 2013 to reflect the developments surrounding Olivia’s death. 
An interview with Leymah Gbowee was filmed in February 2013, as Gbowee has been deeply affected by 
Olivia’s story. Vale and Offenbac incorporated the interview into the closing credits of Small Small Thing.

Director Statement :

After 4 hard years back and forth to Liberia, we completed Small Small Thing in September 2012. Just 3 
months later the subject of our film, Olivia Zinnah (aged 12), died of complications from rape injuries 
sustained when she was 7 years old.

Olivia was a beautiful little girl, full of hope and laughter, despite having lived most of her life in a hospital 
with a colostomy bag.

Her death came as we were booking our wrap party and submitting to festivals worldwide. The 
heartbreak may never entirely heal, but we can use Small Small Thing to keep her story alive.

With the release of Small Small Thing, we hope we can pressure Liberians to bring Olivia’s accused rapist 
to trial, and also shed light on yet another country with an epidemic of gender based violence. President 
Ellen Sirleaf may have won on a pro-woman platform, but she is letting the women of her country down.

-Jessica Vale

Production Notes
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Remembering	
  Olivia	
  

By	
  	
  

Ambassador	
  M.	
  Nathaniel	
  Barnes	
  

January	
  5,	
  2013	
  

	
  

Everything	
   happens	
   for	
   a	
   reason…even	
   evil	
   things.	
   	
   A	
   beautiful	
   smile;	
   warm,	
  
infectious	
   eyes;	
   a	
   personality	
   that	
  made	
   you	
   embrace	
   her	
  with	
   love,	
  Olivia	
  was	
  
brave	
  beyond	
  her	
  years	
   facing	
  her	
   terrible	
  dilemma	
  with	
   super	
  human	
  courage.	
  	
  
How	
   could	
   something	
   so	
   evil	
   befall	
   such	
   innocence?	
   	
  Who	
   knows?	
   Perhaps	
   her	
  
life,	
  though	
  short	
  and	
  tragic,	
  was	
  intended	
  to	
  provide	
  us	
  with	
  valuable	
  lessons.	
  	
  	
  

The	
  lesson	
  of	
  love:	
  love	
  comes	
  in	
  all	
  colors,	
  shapes	
  and	
  sizes	
  and	
  from	
  unexpected	
  
directions;	
  love	
  can	
  exist	
  without	
  strings	
  attached.	
  	
  	
  

The	
  lesson	
  of	
  endurance	
  and	
  perseverance:	
  that	
  one	
  so	
  small	
  and	
  inexperienced	
  
could	
  carry	
  the	
  burden	
  of	
  pain,	
   isolation	
  and	
  humiliation	
  with	
  subtle	
  dignity	
  and	
  
joy.	
  	
  	
  

The	
  lesson	
  of	
  compassion	
  and	
  a	
  call	
  to	
  action:	
  that	
  those	
  who	
  stand	
  aside	
  in	
  the	
  
face	
  of	
  such	
  evil	
  and	
  do	
  nothing	
  are	
  as	
  guilty	
  as	
  those	
  who	
  perpetrate	
  the	
  evil.	
  	
  	
  

Yes,	
   her	
   life	
   was	
   a	
   lesson…many	
   lessons.	
   	
   I	
   pray	
   that	
   those	
   whose	
   lives	
   she	
  
touched	
  learn	
  these	
  lessons	
  well.	
  	
  	
  

Thank	
  you,	
  Olivia,	
  my	
  Hero.	
  	
  	
  Rest	
  in	
  Peace.	
  



Olivia Zinnah, JFK Hospital, Monrovia Liberia , 2009
photo by Nika Offenbac



SELECTED PRESS
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Young Girls ages 5-15 at a safe home for victims of sexual assault, Monrovia Liberia , 2009
photo by Nika Offenbac


