
Michigan Women’s Commission Meeting Minutes, January 
20, 2016 
Radisson Hotel and Conference Center, Lansing, Michigan, 48933 

Attendance 
Vice ‘Chair Chris Etienne, Commissioner Kathleen Vogelsang, Commissioner Joanne 
Dawley, Commissioner Meg Derrer, Commissioner Bobbie Gaunt, Commissioner 
Renee Haley, Commissioner Krista Haroutunian, Commissioner Jay Kommareddi, 
Commissioner Cathleen Knauf, Commissioner Deidre Lambert-Bounds, 
Commissioner Janice Nearon, Commissioner Mary Whiteford. 

Executive Director Susy Avery, Director of Program Elizabeth Thompson. 

Ex Officios and Liaisons attending included Destinie Shipman, MDOC; Kristina 
Leonardi, MVAA; Wendy Fitzner, MDEQ; Marchan Darby, MDTMB; Tammy 
Newcomb, MDNR; Ron Robinson, Attorney General; Lieutenant Julie Busch, MSP; 
Tammy Flynn, Workforce Development; Melissa Castro, Treasury; Denise Stokes-
Phillips, MDHHS; Donna Wilson, MCSC. 

Commissioner Alyssa Martina and Liaison Ruthanne Okun, LARA, did not attend but 
participated by phone. 

Minutes 
1. Vice Chair Etienne called the meeting to order at 2 p.m. The Roll Call was 

taken and a quorum was present. 
2. Vice Chair Etienne introduced Agustin V. Arbulu, the Director of the Michigan 

Department of Civil Rights, who welcomed the Commission, and extended 
greetings on behalf of the Michigan Civil Rights Commission. 

3. It was moved and seconded to adopt the agenda as proposed. Passed. 
4. Commissioner Kommareddi introduced our speaker, the Honorable David J. 

Newblatt, Presiding Judge of the Seventh Judicial Circuit Court and Genesee 
County’s Infant Toddler Treatment Court and Girls Court. He spoke about the 
Girl’s Court, which serves girls ages fourteen to seventeen. Its purpose is to 
give opportunities to at risk girls in the juvenile justice system. 
Girls who have been trafficked, or who are at risk, have experienced forced 
violence, separation from families, and drug abuse. They are runaways or 
“throwaways”. A history of trauma places girls at risk of trafficking.  Long 
term effects of trauma on brain development include trouble controlling 
emotions, leading to increased vulnerability to exploitation, and increased 
risk of involvement with the criminal justice system.  We must understand 
that traffickers meet girls’ needs: understanding; food, clothing and shelter; 
attention. Traffickers pick up the pieces of society’s failures. A real emotional 
connection forms, a trauma bond, a combination of sex, love and violence. 
“Rescue” from the pimp just takes a girl back to a life that wasn’t working 
before involvement with the trafficker. 



Judge Newblatt described the “sexual abuse to prison pipeline”.  The 
traditional approach in the juvenile justice system was to hold the individual 
girl “accountable” through probation.  But the trauma of abuse means the 
girl can’t control emotions, doesn’t have healthy relationships, can’t 
concentrate and is failing at school.  The girl can’t comply with the judge’s 
orders and, eventually, winds up in prison.  Probation must change, if we are 
to interrupt this pipeline. 
Genesee County now screens all cases for risk, and girls may be referred to 
Girls Court.  Girls Court offers gender specific individualized services and 
therapy, using a trauma based protocol, plus mental health and substance 
abuse services.  Services are also provided to the girl’s family.  Mentoring 
and tutoring services (provided by volunteers from University of Michigan’s 
Women’s Education Center, and others) give support to stay in school and 
make school a positive experience. There is a judicial review of each case 
every month, designed to be therapeutic.  Everyone reports strengths. It’s 
key that professionals, family, and the girl herself understand behaviors, and 
don’t interpret such behaviors as failures and “disrespect”.  The emphasis is 
on helping the girl feel safe, empowered and connected. 
Girls Court has been in operation for all of 2015.  Now, the focus is on 
improving assessment and measurement tools.  The goal is to create a model 
that can be used statewide.  Currently, 12 girls are receiving services in 
Judge Newblatt’s court. 

5. Vice Chair Etienne reported on her humanitarian mission to Nicaragua. 
6. Vice Chair Etienne reported that Commissioner Carol Zimmer has resigned 

and expressed the Commission’s appreciation of her service. 
7. Vice Chair Etienne called for Advisory and Special Committee Reports. 
8. Commissioner Kommareddi reported on the many activities of the Human 

Trafficking committee, including the Ottawa Allegan Human Trafficking 
Community Conference on January 30.  Commissioner Knauf reported on the 
Safe Action Project training for the hospitality industry, and the upcoming 
training to be provided at the 2016 Pure Michigan travel and tourism 
conference, and the “Blue the Town” human trafficking awareness day in 
southwest Michigan, as well as development of information sheets for area 
educators and health care providers.  Commissioner Derrer reported on the 
December “train the trainer” training conference in Kent County, which 
included development of a PowerPoint with a consistent message that can be 
used in the future.  Commissioner Kommareddi reported on her presentation 
to Beaumont Health System.  Their management has agreed to training for 
all nine emergency rooms, and several system hospitals.  The Genesee 
County ISD superintendent’s retreat devoted two hours to training on human 
trafficking.  Seven area radio stations will be using public service 
announcements from January through March to raise awareness of human 
trafficking. 



9. Commission Gaunt reported on the goal of the Women Veterans committee, 
to accelerate the effort to enable veterans, especially women, to self identify 
as veterans. A meeting is scheduled with Grand Valley State University and 
another research organization to develop a follow-up survey that may 
provide more information on sexual assault, homelessness, and need for 
medical services among women veterans.  Commissioners also met with 
Kristina Leonardi of the Michigan Veterans Affairs Agency about the 
possibility of a future statewide Women Veterans Advisory Committee. 

10. Commissioner Vogelsang reported on the committee’s progress on initiatives 
to help increase the representation of women on corporate boards. She 
reported on the prospective partnership with Crain’s Detroit Business to 
compile a list of one hundred of the most influential women from around the 
state – proven leaders who are driving key decisions in industries, 
companies, academia and in civic and policy organizations.  The report will 
serve as a resource for non profit and for profit boards looking for board 
leadership.  In addition, a new board database, to help match Michigan 
women leaders to open positions on corporate boards, will be developed.  
Crain’s is developing the mechanics. It is expected that the database will be 
on going. 
The committee is working with Dean Lawson, of the Seidman College of 
Business, Grand Valley State University, whose faculty member are 
developing a study of Fortune 100 companies to identify barriers for women 
who wish to serve on corporate boards. 

11. Executive Director Susy Avery told the commissioners that new goals for a 
revised strategic plan would be discussed at the April meeting. 

12. Director of Program Elizabeth Thompson reported on the Michigan Women’s 
Commission sponsorship of the new exhibit at the Michigan Women’s Hall of 
Fame, entitled “Great Girls in Michigan History” and our sponsorship of the 
March 1 reception celebrating both Women’s History Month and the opening 
of the new exhibit. 

13. The minutes of the October 16, 2015 were submitted for approval. 
Approved. 

14. The 2015 Annual Report to the Governor was submitted for approval. 
Approved. 

15. The next commission on Monday, April 18, 2016, at 2 p.m., at the Kellogg 
Center Hotel and Conference Center on the Michigan State University 
campus, 219 South Harrison Road, East Lansing, Michigan, 48824. 

16. Commissioners and guests were invited to attend the reception honoring the 
Michigan Women’s Commission liaisons, immediately following the meeting’s 
adjournment. 

17. The meeting was adjourned at 3:46 p.m. 

Signature 
Respectfully submitted by Vice Chair Chris Etienne 
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