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Aaron Rollins at an event in 2011.(MAURY PHILLIPS/WIREIMAGE VIA GETTY IMAG-
ES)

California plastic surgeon Heidi Regenass has been sued for medical malpractice by 
the families of three women who died after having cosmetic surgeries. She has de-
nied any negligence. One suit has settled, and two are pending. (Screenshot by KFF 
Health News of Pacific Liposculpture, a defendant in two of the lawsuits)

“I just don’t understand how she came back to me in a body bag,” says Ste’Aira Bal-
lard, who holds a photo of her mother, Tamala Smith.(NIC ANTAYA FOR KFF HEALTH 
NEWS)

Ste’Aira Ballard’s mother, Tamala Smith, died less than two weeks after having lipo-
suction and a fat transfer procedure performed at a California cosmetic surgery clin-
ic. (NIC ANTAYA FOR KFF HEALTH NEWS)

By Fred Schulte
Lenia Watson-Burton, a 37-year-old U.S. Navy 

administrator, expected that cosmetic surgery would 
get rid of stubborn fat quickly and easily — just as 
the web advertising promised.Instead, she died 
three days after a liposuction-like procedure called 
AirSculpt at the San Diego office of Elite Body 
Sculpture, a cosmetic surgery chain with more than 
30 offices across the U.S. and Canada, court records 
show.Cosmetic surgery chains setting up shop in 
multiple states depend heavily on advertising to 
attract customers: television, print, social media 
influencers, even texts hawking discounted holiday 
rates. The pitches typically promise patients life-
changing body shaping with minimal pain and a 
quick recovery.Yet there’s no federal requirement 
that surgery companies post evidence supporting 
the truth and accuracy of these marketing claims. 
No agency tracks how frequently patients persuaded 
by sales pitches sustain painful complications such 
as infections, how effectively surgeons and nursing 
staff follow up and treat injuries, or whether 
companies selling new aesthetic devices and 
methods have adequately trained surgeons to use 
them safely.In 2023, Watson-Burton’s husband and 
six children and stepchildren sued Elite Body 
Sculpture and plastic surgeon Heidi Regenass for 
medical malpractice, alleging that the thin cannula 
the surgeon used to remove fat perforated Watson-
Burton’s bowel, causing her death.The suit also 
accused Elite Body Sculpture of posting false or 
misleading advertising on its website, such as 
describing the clinic’s branded procedure AirSculpt 
as “gentle on the body” and stating: “Our patients 
take the fewest possible risks and get back to their 
regular routine as soon as 24-48 hours post-
operation.”Watson-Burton was one of three patients 
who died after having liposuction and fat transfer 
operations performed by Regenass from October 
2022 to February 2023, court records state. Families 
of all three women sued the surgeon, who denied 
wrongdoing in legal filings. The parties settled the 
Watson-Burton family case in 2024. Two other 
wrongful death cases are pending, including a suit 
by an Ohio woman who alleges her mother relied 
on promises on Regenass’ website that the operation 
in California would be safe with a quick recovery.
Neither Regenass nor her attorneys responded to 
repeated requests for comment. Emails and phone 
calls to Elite Body Sculpture’s Miami headquarters 
were not returned.State and federal authorities do 
have the power to prohibit false or misleading 
medical advertising of all types, though enforcement 
is spotty, particularly when promotions pop up 
online. That means patients must do their own 
homework in evaluating cosmetic surgery marketing 
pitches.“While consumers should be able to trust 
that ad claims are substantiated because the law 
requires them to be, the reality is that it pays for 
consumers to bring a skeptical eye,” said Mary 
Engle, an executive vice president at BBB National 
Programs.‘Up a Cup’Founded by cosmetic surgeon 
Aaron Rollins, Elite Body Sculpture says in 
Securities and Exchange Commission filings that it 
offers a “premium patient experience and luxurious, 
spa-like atmosphere” at its growing network of 
centers. The  publicly traded company, based in 
Miami Beach and backed by private equity investors, 
markets AirSculpt as being “much less invasive than 
traditional liposuction” and providing “faster 
healing with superior results.” The ads say that 
AirSculpt “requires no scalpel, or stitches, and only 
leaves behind a freckle-sized scar!” and that patients 
“remain awake the whole time and can walk right 
out of their procedure, enjoying dramatic results!” 
Some risks are disclosed.Rollins, who recently made 
headlines for putting his Indian Creek mansion on 
the market for $200 million, did not respond to 
repeated requests for comment. A lawyer for Rollins, 
Robert Peal, responded to an email but didn’t 
comment. On Nov. 4, the company announced that 
Rollins had resigned as executive chairman of the 
board of directors of AirSculpt Technologies and as 
a member of the board.Many AirSculpt patients opt 
to have fat that is removed from their stomachs or 
other places injected into their buttocks, often 
called a Brazilian butt lift. Others use the fat to 
enhance their breasts, a procedure the company 
brands as “Up a Cup.” Since March 2023, at least 
seven patients have filed lawsuits accusing Elite 
Body Sculpture of running misleading advertising 
or misrepresenting results, arguing, among other 
things, that they felt more pain or healed much 
more slowly than the ads led them to believe they 
would, court records show. One of the lawsuits has 
been dismissed, and the company has denied the 
allegations in others.The Watson-Burton family 
argued in their lawsuit that some marketing claims 
about AirSculpt were simply not true.For instance, 
Elite Body Sculpture’s website stated that AirSculpt 
has “automated technology” set to “turn off” before 
the cannula penetrates the body too deeply and 
possibly causes serious injury, according to the suit. 
That feature didn’t protect Watson-Burton, who 
paid $12,000 for the operation, hoping for a “quick 
and timely recovery” before a scheduled U.S. Navy 
deployment, according to the lawsuit.Rather than 
being gentle on the body, AirSculpt was “extremely 
painful, highly invasive, unsafe, required more than 
a short 24-hour recovery period and could and did 
damage internal organs,” according to the suit.
Watson-Burton called the San Diego center on Oct. 
27, 2022, a day after the operation, to report “severe 
pain” in her upper abdomen, but staffers took no 
action to evaluate her, according to the suit. The 
next morning, an ambulance rushed her to a 
hospital, where emergency surgery confirmed the 
gravity of her injuries. Surgeons noted her injuries 
included three perforations of the small bowel and 
sepsis.Watson-Burton died on Oct. 29, 2022. An 
autopsy report cited complications of the cosmetic 
surgery, ruling she died after becoming “septic 
following intraoperative small bowel perforation.” 
Her death certificate lists the cause as “complications 
of abdominoplasty.”In court filings, Elite Body 
Sculpture said Watson-Burton had “experienced an 

uncommon surgical complication.” The company 
denied that it made any “specific guarantee or 
representation that injury to organs could not 
occur.” It denied any liability or that its ads made 
misrepresentations.The dispute never played out 
fully in court. The parties settled the case in August 
2024, when Elite Body Sculpture agreed to pay 
Watson-Burton’s family $2 million, the maximum 
under its insurance policy. Regenass, the surgeon, 
who did not carry liability insurance, agreed to pay 
$100,000 more, according to the settlement 
agreement.Promises Not KeptSocial media pitches 
and web advertising also led Tamala Smith, 55, of 
Toledo, Ohio, to Regenass for liposuction and a fat 
transfer, court records state.Smith was dead less 
than two weeks later, one of two other women who 
died following elective operations Regenass 
performed from December 2022 to February 2023, 
court records show. The surgeon operated on the 
two women at  Pacific Liposculpture,  which runs 
three surgery centers in Southern California, court 
records state.The families of both women are suing 
Regenass, a board-certified plastic surgeon, and the 
surgery center. In both cases, which are pending in 
California courts, Regenass and the surgery center 
have denied the allegations and filed dismissal 
motions that deny responsibility for the deaths.
Smith was a traveling registered nurse working the 
overnight shift at a hospital in Los Angeles. She 
chose Regenass after viewing the doctor’s Instagram 
page, according to a lawsuit filed by Smith’s 
daughter, Ste’Aira Ballard, who lives in Toledo.The 
ads described the surgeon as an “awake liposuction 
and fat transfer specialist,” while her website assured 
patients they would feel minimal pain and be “back 
to work in 24-48 hours,” according to the suit.
During the three-hour operation on Feb. 8, 2023, 
at Pacific Liposculpture’s Newport Beach office, 
Regenass removed fat from Smith’s abdomen and 
flanks and redistributed it to her buttocks, according 
to the suit. Smith called the office at least twice in 
subsequent days to report pain and swelling, but a 
staffer told her that was normal, according to the 
suit. Smith never spoke to the surgeon, according to 
the suit.When Ballard couldn’t reach her mother, 
she called the hospital only to learn Smith hadn’t 
turned up for her overnight shift for two days. The 
hospital called police and asked for a welfare check 
at the extended-stay hotel in Glendale, California, 
where Smith had been living.An officer discovered 
her body on the bed “surrounded by towels and 
sheets that are stained with brown and green fluids,” 
according to a coroner’s report in the court file. A 
countertop in the room was “covered in medical 
paperwork detailing post-operative instructions 
from a liposuction clinic,” according to the report. 
Ballard said she learned of her mother’s death when 
she called Smith’s cellphone; a police officer 
answered and delivered the devastating news.“Oh, 
my God, I fell to the floor,” Ballard said in an 
interview with KFF Health News and NBC News. 

Ballard said she still has not gotten over the shock 
and grief. “It bothers me because how does someone 
that dedicated their life to save other people’s lives 
end up deceased in a hotel, as if her life didn’t 
matter?” she asked.Ballard said her mother trusted 
Regenass based on her web persona. She believes her 
mother, a registered nurse, would not have gone to 
the surgeon had she known someone had died after 
an operation Regenass performed at the Pacific 
Liposculpture San Diego office. Terri Bishop, 55, a 
truck driving instructor who lived in Temecula, 
California, died on Dec. 24, 2022, about three 
weeks after undergoing liposuction and fat transfer 
at Pacific Liposculpture, a company with a history 
of run-ins with state regulators.Pacific Liposculpture 
did not respond to requests for comment. In court 
filings, the company has denied that the operations 
played a role in either patient’s death and moved to 
dismiss the cases. The company also argued that 
Ballard waited too long to file suit.Bishop, who had 
a history of smoking, diabetes, and high blood 
pressure, died from “arteriosclerotic cardiovascular 
disease aggravated by viral pneumonia (Influenza A 
H1 2009),” according to a Riverside County 
medical examiner’s report made part of the court 
record. The family disagrees and is arguing that 
Bishop died from blood clots, a known complication 
of surgery. A trial is set for June 2026.In Smith’s 
case, the Los Angeles County medical examiner 
ruled the nurse died of “renal failure of unknown 
cause.” The autopsy report noted: “This is a natural 
death since an injury directly from the surgery 
cannot be identified.”Ballard is demanding further 
investigation to get to the bottom of what happened 
to her mother.“I don’t think they were 
straightforward with the risk and complications 
that could occur,” Ballard said. “I think they are 
promising people stuff they can’t deliver.”Ballard 
filed a complaint against Regenass with the 
California Medical Board, which the board is 
investigating, according to documents she provided 
to KFF Health News and NBC News. She believes 
regulators need to be more transparent about the 
backgrounds of surgeons who offer services to the 
public. She also hopes the investigation will shake 
loose more details of what happened to her 
mother.“I just don’t understand how she came back 
to me in a body bag,” she said.‘Buyer 
Beware’Concerns about sales pitches for cosmetic 
surgery date back decades.Witnesses testifying at 
a  June 1989 congressional hearing  held by a 
subcommittee of the House Small Business 
Committee in Washington heard a litany of horror 
stories of patients maimed by surgeons with dubious 
training and credentials. Subcommittee Chairman 
Ron Wyden (D-Ore.) said patients were victimized 
by deceptive and false ads that promised a “quick, 
easy and painless way to change your life — all 
through the cosmetic surgery miracle.”Calling for 
reform, Wyden added: “So, cosmetic surgery 
consumers are largely on their own. It’s back to a 
buyer beware market, and it smacks more of used 

car sales than medicine.” Wyden now represents 
Oregon in the U.S. Senate.All these years later, 
there’s far more territory to police: an onslaught of 
web advertising, such as splashy “before and after” 
photos, online posts, and podcasts by social media 
influencers and others courted by surgery companies 
in a costly effort to attract business. Elite Body 
Sculpture, for instance, spent $43.9 million in 
“selling expenses” in 2024. That came to $3,130 per 
“customer acquisition,” according to the company’s 
SEC filings.Under  Federal Trade Commission 
guidelines, medical advertising must be “truthful, 
not deceptive, and backed up by competent and 
reliable scientific evidence,” according to Janice 
Kopec of the agency’s Bureau of Consumer 
Protection.Any claims that are “suggested or 
reasonably implied” by ads also must be accurate. 
That includes the “net impression” conveyed by text 
and any charts, graphs, and other images, according 
to the FTC. The agency declined to elaborate.
Medical businesses are free to decide what 
documentation, if any, to share with the public. 
Most cosmetic surgery sites offer little or no such 
support for specific claims — such as recovery times 
or pain levels — on their websites.“There is no 
requirement that the substantiation be made 
available to consumers, either on a website or upon 
demand,” Engle, who is also a former FTC official, 
said in an email.The law permits “puffery,” or 
boastful statements that no person would likely take 
at face value, or that can’t be proved, such as, 
“‘You’ve tried all the rest, now try the best,’” Engle 
said.Where to draw the line between acceptable 
boasts and unverified claims can be contentious.
Athēnix,  a private equity-backed cosmetic surgery 
chain with locations in six cities, defended its use of 
terms such as “safer” and “better results” as puffery 
in response to a false advertising lawsuit filed against 
the company by Orange County District Attorney 
Todd Spitzer in California in August 2022.

Spitzer argued that Athēnix touted its “micro-
body-contouring” technique as “safer” than 
traditional liposuction and offered “outstanding 
results with less pain and downtime” without 
backing that up, according to the suit.

“There is no study or evidence to support these 
statements and no scientific consensus about the use 
of these new techniques,” Spitzer argued.

The parties settled the case in July 2023 when 
Athēnix agreed to pay $25,000 without admitting 
wrongdoing, court records show. Before the 
settlement, Athēnix argued that its use of terms 
such as “safer” and “better results” was “subjective” 
and “puffery” — and not false advertising.

While there’s little indication that local or state 
authorities are stepping up scrutiny of cosmetic 
surgery advertising, federal authorities have signaled 
they intend to crack down on dubious advertising 
claims made by drug manufacturers.

In a letter sent to drug companies in September, 
FDA Commissioner Marty Makary wrote that 
“deceptive advertising is sadly the current norm” on 
social media platforms and that the agency would no 
longer tolerate these violations.‘Bad Advice’To prove 
medical negligence, injured patients generally must 
show that their care fell below what a “reasonably 
prudent” doctor with similar training would have 
provided. In their defense, surgeons may argue 
that complications are a risk of any operation and 
that a poor outcome doesn’t mean the doctor was 
negligent.Some lawsuits filed by injured patients add 
allegations that advertisements by surgery chains 
misled them, or that surgeons failed to fully explain 
possible risks of injuries, a requirement known 
in medical circles as  informed consent.Caitlin 
Meehan had such a case. She underwent a $15,000 
AirSculpt procedure at Elite Body Sculpture’s clinic 
in Wayne, Pennsylvania, outside Philadelphia. 
She agreed to the surgery in March 2023, she 
said, because the company’s website described it 
as “Lunch Time Lipo,” according to a lawsuit she 
filed in late August. The suit alleges that the doctor 
she discussed the procedure with “maintained that 
there are no serious, life-threatening, lasting and/
or permanent complications,” according to the 
suit.During the procedure, however, gases became 
trapped beneath her skin, causing a widespread 
swelling called subcutaneous emphysema, according 
to the suit. Meehan was shocked to see her face, 
neck, and upper body severely swollen, causing her 
shortness of breath.A friend who drove her to the 
appointment asked the staff to call an ambulance, 
but staff members said that wasn’t necessary, 
according to the suit. After an hour’s drive home, 
Meehan said her skin felt like it was burning and 
she called 911. She spent four days in the hospital 
recovering and remains scarred, according to the 
suit. The suit is pending, and the company has 
yet to file an answer in court.Scott Hollenbeck, 
immediate past president of the American Society 
of Plastic Surgeons, said recovering from liposuction 
in a day “seems unrealistic” given the bruising and 
swelling that can occur.“The idea that you could 
return to work 24 hours after effective liposuction 
seems like extremely bad advice,” Hollenbeck said.‘I 
Felt Horrible’Ads that promised patients minimal 
discomfort also have come under attack in patient 
lawsuits.More than 20 other medical malpractice 
cases reviewed by KFF Health News made similar 
allegations of unexpected pain during operations 
at cosmetic surgery chains using lidocaine for pain 
relief in “awake liposuction.”One patient suing 
Elite Body Sculpture in Cook County, Illinois, 
alleged she “was crying due to [the] severe pain” 
of an operation in September 2023. She alleged 
the doctor said he couldn’t give her any more local 
anesthetic and pressed on with the procedure. The 
defendants have not filed an answer in court. The 
practice didn’t respond to a request for comment.
Engle, the former FTC official, said that while 
claims of discomfort are somewhat subjective, they 
still must be “truthful and substantiated,” such 
as supported by a “valid, reliable clinical study of 
patients’ experience.”NBC News producer Jason 
Kane contributed to this report.

Advertisements Promising Patients a ‘Dream 
Body’ With Minimal Risk Get Little Scrutiny
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In his final State of the State address on Jan. 8, 2026, Gov. Gavin Newsom highlight-
ed California’s role as a national “beacon” of progress. He also criticized the Trump 
administration’s federal policies, calling them a “carnival of chaos” and an “assault on 
our values.” CBM photo by Antonio Ray Harvey.

Gov. Gavin Newsom introduced Senate pro Tempore Monique Limón (D-Santa Bar-
bara), left, Lt. Gov. Eleni Kounalakis, center, and Secretary of State Shirley Weber 
during the State of the State Address at the State Capitol on Jan. 8, 2026. CBM photo 
by Antonio Ray Harvey.

Asms. Sade Elhawary (D-Los Angeles) and Issac Bryan (D-Ladera Heights) listen to 
Gov. Gavin Newsom’s State of the State Address at the State Capitol on Jan. 8, 2026. 
CBM photo by Antonio Ray Harvey.

Asm. Mike Gipson (D-Carson) and Sen. Laura Richardson (D-San Pedro) have a conver-
sation before the start of the State of the State Address on Jan. 8, 2026. CBM photo 
by Antonio Ray Harvey.

Sen. Lola Smallwood-Cuevas: California Legislative Black Caucus member Sen. Lola 
Smallwood-Cuevas (D-Los Angeles) in the Assembly chambers during the State of 
State Address at the State Capitol on Jan. 8, 2026. CBM photo by Antonio Ray Harvey.

By Antonio Ray Harvey
California Black Media

Before a joint session of the California Senate 
and Assembly, Gov. Gavin Newsom delivered his 
final State of the State address on Jan. 8, fulfilling 
a requirement of the state Constitution that the 
governor report annually to the Legislature. 

Several members of the California Legislative 
Black Caucus (CLBC) were present for the address, 
which ran a little over an hour. 

During his remarks, Newsom described 
California as a “beacon” of democracy and progress. 

“In California, we are not silent. We are not 
hunkering down. We are not retreating. We are a 
beacon. This state is providing a different narrative, 
an operational model, a policy blueprint for others 
to follow,” Newsom said. 

“This state, this people, this experiment in 
democracy, belongs not to the past, but to the 
future. Expanding civil rights for all, opening doors 
for more people to pursue their dreams,” he added. 
“It’s a dream that’s not exclusive, not to any one 
race, not to any one religion, or class. Standing up 
for traditional virtues -- compassion, courage, and 
commitment to something larger than our own self-
interest -- and asserting that no one, particularly the 
President of the United States, stands above the 
law.” 

It was Newsom’s first in-person address to 
a joint session of the Legislature since 2022. In 
previous years, he fulfilled the requirement with a 
written letter in 2023, a letter and video in 2024 on 
California’s 175th anniversary, and a recorded video 
message in 2025. 

Members of the CLBC in attendance 
included Assemblymembers Isaac Bryan (D-Ladera 
Heights), Sade Elhawary (D-Los Angeles), Mia 
Bonta (D-Alameda), Corey Jackson (D-Moreno 
Valley), Lori Wilson (D-Suisun City), Mike Gipson 
(D-Carson), Tina McKinnor (D-Inglewood), 
LaShae Sharp-Collins (D-La Mesa) and Rhodesia 
Ransom (D-Stockton). From the Senate, Senators 
Laura Richardson (D-Inglewood), Akilah Weber 
Pierson (D-San Diego) and Lola Smallwood-Cuevas 
(D-Los Angeles) attended. Black constitutional 
officers Malia Cohen, controller; Tony Thurmond, 
state superintendent of public instruction; and 
Shirley N. Weber, secretary of state, were also 
present. 

Cohen, who recently said government spending 

exceeds revenue, emphasized fiscal discipline. 
“I remain committed to working with the 

Governor and Legislature to strengthen our long-
term fiscal position and ensure taxpayer dollars are 
spent prudently, transparently, and with measurable 
results,” Cohen said. “While we face challenges 
ahead, taking a forward-looking and transparent 
approach to our budgeting will allow us to meet this 
moment with strength, discipline, and confidence.” 

Newsom’s address covered the state’s resilience, 
economic strength and policy priorities, including 
housing affordability, climate action, health care and 
a reported 9% drop in unsheltered homelessness 
last year. He also discussed plans to address large 
investorsbuying homes, which contributes to the 
state’s affordability crisis.  

 Newsom also pledged his continued support 
for high-speed rail. 

The high-speed rail project lost significant 
federal funding after the federal government scaled 
back commitments in 2025, leading the state to 
shift efforts toward seeking private investment. 

In discussing wildfire recovery, Newsom 
recognized the first anniversary of the devastating 
2025 Los Angeles County wildfires, specifically 
naming Altadena as one of the hardest-hit 
communities. More than 31 lives were lost during 
the fire season, which included the Eaton Fire in 
Altadena and Pasadena and the Palisades Fire in 
Malibu, the Pacific Palisades and other surrounding 
areas.  The fires scorched 48,000 acres and destroyed 
roughly 16,000 structures. 

“(The Legislature) passed a dozen-plus bills to 
remove time-wasting red tape, allowing survivors to 
begin rebuilding. And it’s true, the city and county 
have issued over 2,500 building permits,” Newsom 
said. “But it’s not good enough. Not nearly enough. 
We need to turbo-charge our efforts to rebuild these 
communities. That’s why we’re working to create 
a new rebuilding fund to close the gap between 
insurance payouts and the cost of rebuilding -- 
helping survivors get back in their homes even 
faster.” 

According to UCLA, a year after the Eaton 
Fire, the Black community in Altadena faces a 
“generational crisis” marked by displacement and 
slow recovery, eroding a historic base of Black 
middle-class homeownership. 

Assemblymember David Tangipa (R-Fresno) 
criticized Newsom’s remarks on homelessness after 

the address. 
“When (Newsom) came into office, the 

homeless population in the state was about 130,000. 
Now it’s nearly 180,000. So, he’s talking about a 
drop from an increase that he led over,” Tangipa 
told California Black Media. “You can’t brag about 
those numbers. We’ve seen HUD statistics from 
other states that have lowered the unsheltered and 
homeless numbers. He is bragging about failing for 

the last seven years.” 
To close his address, Newsom reiterated his 

vision for California’s role in the nation’s future. 
 “Every year, the declinists, the pundits and 

critics suffering from California derangement 
syndrome look at this state and try to tear down our 
progress. But California’s success is not by chance 
-- it’s by design,” Newsom said.  

Gov. Gavin Newsom Delivers 
Final State of the State Address
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Carmen de Lavallade, the celebrated 
modern dancer, choreographer, and ac-
tress whose artistry helped shape gen-
erations of performers, died on Monday, 
December 29, 2025. Photo provided by 
New York Carib News / @carmendelaval-
lade on Instagram.

New York Carib NewsCarmen de Lavallade, 
the celebrated modern dancer, choreographer, and 
actress whose artistry helped shape generations of 
performers, died on Monday, December 29, at the 
age of 94. Her death was announced by the Alvin 
Ailey American Dance Theater, where she served 
for many years as a principal guest performer and 
creative force.In a statement shared on social media, 
the company paid tribute to her lasting influence 
on dance and culture. The organization honored her 
extraordinary life, boundless artistry, and the many 
generations she shaped through her work, wisdom, 
and commanding presence.De Lavallade’s career 
spanned more than seven decades and crossed the 
worlds of modern dance, ballet, theater, film, and 
television. She began her professional journey in Los 
Angeles with the racially integrated Lester Horton 
Dance Theater, where she developed a powerful and 
expressive style that would later captivate audiences 
around the world. It was during this period that 
she formed a close artistic bond with fellow dancer 
Alvin Ailey, who would become one of her most 
important collaborators.She later relocated to New 
York City alongside Ailey, quickly establishing 
herself as a magnetic performer known for her 
emotional depth and commanding stage presence. 
Her work extended far beyond the concert stage, 

encompassing choreography, acting, and nightclub 
performance, and she appeared across a wide range 
of artistic platforms throughout her career.De 
Lavallade often credited her inspiration to her cousin 
Janet Collins, one of the first African American 
ballerinas to break racial barriers in classical dance. 
Collins went on to become the first Black principal 
dancer at the Metropolitan Opera, paving the 
way for de Lavallade’s own historic achievements. 
Between 1955 and 1958, de Lavallade performed 
as a prima ballerina in productions including Aida 
and Samson and Delilah at the Met.Her Broadway 
debut came in 1954 when she appeared alongside 
Ailey in the musical House of Flowers, written 
by Truman Capote with music by Harold Arlen. 
During that production, she met her husband and 
frequent creative partner, actor and choreographer 
Geoffrey Holder. Their collaboration would become 
one of the most admired artistic partnerships of 
their era.Her talent soon attracted the attention 
of major figures in Black entertainment, including 
actress and singer Lena Horne, who helped de 
Lavallade secure film opportunities. She went on 
to appear in dance sequences in notable films such 
as Demetrius and the Gladiators and the all Black 
musical Carmen Jones.One of the most defining 
moments of her career came in 1960 when Alvin 

Ailey placed her at the center of his seminal work 
Revelations. The piece, which remains a cornerstone 
of modern dance, explores Black resilience and 
spiritual endurance from the era of slavery into the 
twentieth century. De Lavallade often described 
her purpose simply, saying that her role was to give 
joy.Dance critic P W Manchester once praised her 
portrayal of Salome as a remarkable and compelling 
performance marked by passion, playfulness, and 
striking physical beauty that commanded attention 
from the moment she entered the stage.Throughout 
her life, de Lavallade remained deeply committed 
to education and mentorship. She performed as 
a guest artist with the American Ballet Theatre 
and served as a choreographer and performer 
in residence at the Yale School of Drama. Her 
contributions were recognized with numerous 
honors, including an honorary Doctor of Fine 
Arts degree from Juilliard in 2008, the Dance USA 
Award in 2010, and a Kennedy Center Honor in 
2017. In 2018, she was also honored with a Legacy 
Award by BLACK ENTERPRISE at its Women of 
Power Summit.Carmen de Lavallade is survived by 
her son, Leo Holder. Her legacy endures through 
her groundbreaking performances, her influence on 
generations of artists, and her enduring belief in the 
transformative power of dance.

Media Icon and Pioneer Thomas H. Wat-
kins, Jr., Publisher of the New York Daily 
Challenge, is remembered, honored

By Nayaba Arinde 
Editor-at-Large, Our Time Press

Bedford-Stuyvesant, Brooklyn-raised Thomas 
Henry Watkins founder, owner, and publisher of 
the New York Daily Challenge, passed away on 
Friday, December 19, 2025.

“I am sad to hear of the passing of a legitimately 
acclaimed Black giant in the person of Tom 
Watkins,” the Rev. Al. Sharpton Jr. told Our Time 
Press.

Dr. Ben Chavis, President and CEO of 
the National Newspaper Publishers Association 
(NNPA) and long-time friend, associate and 
colleague of Mr. Watkins, told Our Time Press, 
“Thomas Watkins was an icon in the evolution 
of the Black press of America. He was the former 
chairman of the NNPA and was an outspoken 
leader who cherished the value of truth-telling for 
freedom, justice, and equality. Our responsibility 
today is to keep the legacy of Thomas Watkins alive 
and impactful.”

Succumbing to health challenges, Tommy 
Watkins, a key figure in the Brooklyn community 
for decades, was the smooth, charismatic, cowboy 
hat-wearing, community-centered businessman, 
that many around the state can point to receiving 
his helping hand – both in political advancement, 
education and sports, small business and community 
achievement.

Legendary broadcaster Imhotep Gary 
Byrd Press told Our Time, “I offer my heartfelt 
condolences to Tom Watkins’ family and extended 
family, and I am grateful to him for answering and 
accepting his calling as a dedicated warrior in the 
realm of the Black Press.

“The Daily Challenge was the perfect 
complement to my daily radio broadcast, ‘The 
Global Black Experience’ on WLIB, and ‘Live from 
the World-Famous Apollo Theatre.’

“It was an invaluable service to the community, 
which gave us a critical media foundation and 
presence in an often hostile media environment. 
Tom was a true friend, and a Beautiful Brother–who 
we acknowledge as a ‘GBE’– a true ‘Giant of the 
Black Experience.’ May he rest in peace and power.”

With the upliftment of, and constant positive 
communication with, the Black community, 
Watkins created the city’s only Black daily – aptly 
named Daily Challenge in 1972 in the massive 
offices above the Restoration Plaza post office.

Full disclosure, this reporter began her 
journalistic career in New York at the paper and 
saw firsthand his genuine commitment to the 
community in which he was raised.

A property-owner, and well-connected 
businessman with a deep-rooted allegiance to the 
community in which he grew, whose family-owned 
houses, horses, and liquor stores, Watkins, a one-
time boxer, was the Renaissance man of this time 
and space, and maintained community-growth his 
raison d’etre.

With what at least one admirer describing 
his “matinee idol good looks,” seen around town, 
striding with confidence and purpose with his 
signature cowboy hat, boots, and ponytail, Chavis 
continued that Watkins had a “full baritone voice 
that always resonated with a consciousness on 
behalf of Black America.”

Sharpton added, “I have known Tom Watkins 
and his father all my life. I remember — when I 
was growing up as a boy preacher in Bed Stuy–the 
New York Recorder, which his father published, 
and then Tom took over. People aspired to be on 
their most influential list every year. They were the 
ones [reporting] every year. When I was 12 years 
old and joined Operation Breadbasket–the arm of 
Dr. King’s organization in New York, led by the 
Rev. William Jones, and Rev. Jesse Jackson, I was 
the youth director. The only organ that we had, 
then, was the Daily Challenge and the New York 
Recorder, which pushed where the Amsterdam 
News and others would follow suit.

“Tom was fearless. If we were boycotting 
someone, he would cover it every day in the Daily 
Challenge. If we were dealing with a police issue, 
he was there. If we were dealing with a political 
campaign, he was there. He had the integrity that, 
in my opinion, was unparalleled by anyone, and he 
was committed to the cause. He never wanted to 
bend, buckle, or bow.

“I am indebted to them because they invested 
in me with coverage and encouragement before 
anyone saw any possibilities of me doing anything 
that would be worthy of their support. So, I join 
people all over the diaspora in mourning a true 
giant, a person that stood up for us, and told our 
stories, way before you got big ad dollars to get it. 
Tom Watkins Jr., may he rest in peace.”

Former Daily Challenge columnist the right 
Reverend Herbert Daughtry told Our Time Press, 

“I go back with Tom’s father, Senior, who used to 
attend Operation Bread Basket, chaired by Rev. 
William Jones, Rev Sharpton was the Youth Leader, 
I was the Executive Vice Chair. The intention was 
to make corporate America respond to the Black 
community.

“The old man raised his son in the right way. He 
was a different kind of publisher and newspaperman. 
He was very active in the community. He attended 
private organizing meetings. I feel deeply indebted 
to him because he gave me an opportunity to write 
weekly articles in the Daily Challenge and the Afro 
Times, and improve my feeble writing skills. I hold 
him responsible because I have now written over 20 
books. In every one, I felt his influence.”

New York Black media in the 1990s and early 
2000s followed a particular strategic playbook. 
Daughtry stated that, “The Daily Challenge 
followed the example of Percy Sutton in media, as 
we, in the Black community who were activists, 
had a media outlet– Percy Sutton with WLIB, and 
Tommy Watkins with the Daily Challenge. We 
had a daily feed of information. Not only was he 
concerned with local affairs, but he was also very 
active in the national media trying to bring his 
organizing skills to that arena.”

A self-described capitalist and promoter 
of Black community activism and vibrant 
entrepreneurship, with his Daily Challenge since 
1972, Watkins championed the independent Black 
press, supporting hundreds, if not thousands, 
of new, young, and established journalists and 
photographers. There was not a social, economic, 
political, educational, or other issue affecting the 
local, national, or international Black community 
that did not grace the pages of his newspapers over 
the decades.

Watkins allowed the showcasing of the Black 
perspective on a myriad of topics. The Daily 
Challenge became known for comprehensively 
covering stories and subjects ignored by the 
mainstream, as they were often popular front-page 
articles, reporting on, and even stimulating grassroots 
activism around issues like police brutality, the I-95 
gun pipeline, housing and educational inequity, 
inner city disparities, and movements to challenge 
violence in the five boroughs. Watkins allowed for 
the coverage of politicians and their campaigns, 
and those of judges, union and business leaders, 
neighborhood-based leaders and community-focus 
organizations.

Internationally, too, Watkins was not afraid 
to run analyses and narratives that exposed 
entrenched false narratives about members of the 
Black community, leaders, and elected officials. He 
pushed the envelope to permit accurate reporting 
void of institutionalized racist bias, forming the 
foundation. From national awards like the National 
Newspaper Publisher Association (NNPA) for 
articles written about President Robert Mugabe, to 
giving voice to people like the late educator activists 
Jitu Weusi, Charshee McIntyre and Herman 
Ferguson; grassroots advocates Minister Khalid 
Abdul Muhammad, Abubadika Sonny Carson, 
and Mumia Abu Jamal; and organizations like 
CEMOTAP, the Nation of Islam, the December 
12th Movement, African Helping Africans, the 
Patrice Lumumba Coalition.

Now printed weekly, the offices relocated from 
Restoration Plaza in the late 1990s to their current 
location on Atlantic Avenue, between Nostrand and 
Bedford Avenue.

Born in 1937, raised in Bedford-Stuyvesant, 
the influential Watkins family worked in media 
and the community. From the co-founding of 
Restoration Plaza, and supporting the Central 
Brooklyn Coordinating Council. Thomas Watkins 
Sr., who worked at The New York Amsterdam News, 
went on to create The New Recorder, and Tom Jr. 
followed up with the New York Daily Challenge, 
the Afro Times, and the New American.

Former managing editor of the Daily Challenge, 
Dawad Philip, said, “The passing of Thomas H. 
Watkins Jr, at age 88, is a significant personal blow. 
On December 20th, 1986, when a mob of white 
youths chased 23-year-old Trinidadian Michael 
Griffith from a pizza shop in Howard Beach, 
and running for his life alongside his stepfather, 
Cedric Sandiford, Griffith was struck and killed 
by a speeding car. That incident sparked a volatile 
and bitter climate in racial and political tensions 
citywide over the winter, and brought The Daily 
Challenge into the national spotlight, signaling the 
rise of Rev. Al Sharpton, attorneys Michael Warren, 
Alton Maddox, and C. Vernon Mason, and activist 
Sonny Carson and Rev. Herbert Daughtry to the 
forefront of the fight for justice.

“It is well chronicled that the city’s Black media 
with Peter Noel, Lem Peterkin, Nayaba Arinde, 
Andre Pennix Smith, Wilford Harewood, Utrice 

Leid, and Andy Cooper [City Sun), Gary Byrd, 
Vinette Pryce, and so many others would have 
led that clarion, often with life threats and bomb 
scares.”

Philip, who led the paper with socially and 
politically impactful and culturally relevant content 
continued, “Tom was your classic capitalist, 
concerned with the bottom line, but when history 
demanded more, to his credit, Tom stepped up, 
time and again stood up to wannabe presidents 
Bill Clinton piggybacking on Sister Souljah all 
the way to the White House, the Tawana Brawley 
case, Trump and the racist New York media in the 
contentious Central Park rape and so much more. 
The Daily Challenge and Black media stood firm.

“For those reasons (for telling our story and 
coverage of liberation struggles from Namibia to 
Zimbabwe, South Africa, Cuba), we owe Thomas 
H. Watkins a huge debt of gratitude.

“My sincere condolences to the Watkins family, 
his son TJ III, daughter Kerry, and his grandchildren 
and family. A champion in Black media is no more. 
Still so, so much to say. Go Brave, Tom!”

Editors, writers, clergy folk, businesspeople, 
electeds, community activists, and longtime Daily 
Challenge readers waxed lyrical this weekend over 
the historic legacy Watkins created.

“Working with Tom Watkins meant bearing 
witness to some of the most critical moments in 
Black New York that I’ve experienced from the mid-
1980s through the 2000s,” WBLS-FM Openline 
host and producer Brother Fatiyn Muhammad told 
Our Time Press. “Tom covered stories that deeply 
affected our community—police brutality cases, 
housing displacement, education inequities, the 
crack and HIV/AInDS crises, and the ongoing fight 
for political and economic justice—always with 
balance, dignity, and truth.”

Reiterating Watkins’ status as a media pioneer, 
Muhammad continued, “His work reinforced why 
the Black press matters: to tell our stories when 
others would not, to challenge power when it failed 
us, and to ensure our community’s pain, resilience, 
and progress were never erased. Tom Watkins helped 
document the real history of Black NYC, and that 
legacy continues to matter.”

“For the most part, many Black journalists 
always know each other, whether it is through 
working in the field, covering current affairs, or 
meeting up at NNPA) or NABJ events.

Veteran Daily News columnist Jared 
McCallister told Our Time Press that Tom Watkins 
“was an innovative businessman and Black press 
advocate who allowed the stories of the community 
to be told for decades on his many platforms.

“Tom Watkins was a news icon and an 
invaluable source of information for the Black 
community through the Daily Challenge, the Afro 
Times, and other publications.”

Reporter, editor, and October 22nd Coalition 
to Stop Police Brutality member J. Andrée Penix-
Smith told Our Time Press that she joined Watkins’ 
Challenge Group in late 1993 as managing editor 
of the Afro Times, and later an editor and writer 
for the Daily Challenge, with an intention “to cover 
every segment of the community, from the Black 
bourgeoisie to those who suffered the brunt of 
poverty, discrimination and racism in America. In 
my then 25 years as an editor, I had spent many 
a day fighting with newspaper publishers and 
broadcast executives who seemed to cater more to 
the former while skimming over the struggles of the 
Black community.”

Frontline grassroots activists knew that they 
could turn to the paper with their news and 
agendas from addressing socio-economic disparities 
throughout the inner-city traumas and fighting for 
improved housing, to supporting political prisoners, 
to advocating for parental control of schools, to 
confronting neo-colonial machinations on the 
Continent, and reporting on everyday people’s 
victories and struggles across in the Caribbean. 
Daily Challenge writers had their ears close to 
the ground and stayed on top of the stories in the 
community.

“After working several months at the paper, 
I took a chance and, without Tom’s permission, 
changed the tri-colors of the banner from red, 
white, and blue to Red, Black, and Green, knowing 
that it may have been the last edition I sent to the 
printer,” said Penix-Smith. “Remarkably, it was 
fine with Tom, and I remained with the Challenge 
Group for nearly a decade.”

“Nana Thomas Watkins, his family and team 
have been stalwarts of journalism, and giants in 
African American media institution building,” 
Dr. Segun Shabaka told Our Time Press. The 
Executive Director of the International AFRICAN 
ARTS’ FESTIVAL, formerly the executive director 
of the East Cultural Center and editor of its 

communication organ, Black News.

“To envision, build, and maintain a decades-
long daily newspaper with a focus on the issues of 
the Black community is more than admirable; it calls 
for high praise. Having edited a monthly newspaper 
(Black News) for a number of years, I think about 
the daily task of pulling together the content 
around local, national, as well as international issues 
of politics, economics, education, religion, arts, 
culture, sports, etc. Then, there was the challenge 
of raising the finances to print the newspaper 
and distribute it. It seems overwhelming. But he, 
picking up and carrying forward the legacy of his 
father, has done it for decades. May God be good to 
him and the joy he left lasts forever.

Cinque Brath, activist and son of the late Pan 
Africanist advocate and educator Elombe Brath, 
told Our Time Press, “I was saddened by the passing 
of Tom Watkins, a legendary publisher and tireless 
advocate for Black journalism and community 
empowerment. As the publisher of Daily Challenge, 
Afro Times, and New American, Tom often allowed 
my father Elombe Brath to get his stories published.

“For several years, the Daily Challenge was a 
ritual for him. My father loved to provide content 
because he believed Tom had dedicated his life 
to amplifying the voices of Black New Yorkers 
and ensuring stories that mattered most to our 
communities were seen and heard. His work helped 
sustain independent Black media in Brooklyn and 
beyond, shining a spotlight on issues of justice, equity, 
and opportunity for generations of readers. Known 
for his entrepreneurial spirit and deep commitment 
to community, Tom leaves behind a powerful legacy 
of advocacy, connection, and unwavering support 
for the freedom of the press. His contributions will 
continue to inspire journalists, activists, and citizens 
alike. Rest in power, Tom Watkins — your impact 
will not be forgotten.”

Kwasi Akyeampong. Editor/Publisher at 
TheBlackList.net, said, “No other newspaper 
compared to The Daily Challenge. It was the 
only paper to get the real news from Africa and 
the diaspora. I used to travel from the Bronx to 
Brooklyn and I would change trains at Columbus 
Circle just to buy the Daily Challenge. It inspired 
me to create TheBlackList.

Speaking on the passing of Assemblyman Al 
Vann in July 2022, Watkins could have been quite 
easily describing himself when he said, “Al Vann, 
a man who always focused his energies for the 
betterment of the community.”

“My experience with Mr. Watkins was that he 
injected capital into my business when I was starving 
for funds. In addition, he sent lots of businesses 
my way that gave me life support throughout my 
early days of my business,” businessman Kwame 
Odesanya told Our Time Press. In the 2000s, he 
was the founder of Clinton Hill’s OBE Computers, 
which offered computer time for hire and printed 
everything from newspapers to posters and 
pamphlets. “He was a very strong community 
fighter for small Black businesses. Thank you, Mr. 
Watkins, for all your help and commitment to the 
Black community.”

Media Icon and Pioneer Thomas 
H. Watkins, Jr. Daily Challenge 
Publisher is Remembered

IN MEMORIAM: IN MEMORIAM: 

IN MEMORIAM: IN MEMORIAM: 

Carmen de Lavallade, Iconic Dancer 
and Choreographer, Dies at 94
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Political Playback: 
California Capitol News You Might Have Missed

Joe Atkinson

Shari Slate, Chief Diversity, Equity and Inclusion Officer, CalPERS

By Bo Tefu
California Black Media

Proposed California 
Initiative Would Force State 
Action if President Exceeds 
Two-Term Limit

California Secretary of State Shirley N. Weber, 
Ph.D., announced that a new initiative was cleared 
for circulation on Jan. 5, 2026, allowing the 
proponent to begin collecting petition signatures. 

The measure, formally titled “Requires 
State Response if President of the United States 
Unlawfully Retains Office Beyond Two-Term Limit. 
Initiative Constitutional Amendment,” directs 
California to take action if a president remains in 
office after two terms in violation of the Twenty-
Second Amendment.

Under the initiative, if a court finds a president 
has unlawfully retained office, “The State of 
California must stop recognizing the individual as 
President; the Attorney General must take lawful 
steps to arrest and prosecute the individual; and 
the Legislature must enact laws disqualifying the 
individual from future state office.”

 The Legislative Analyst ’s Office (LAO) and 
the Director of Finance Joe Stephenshaw estimate 
a potential increase in one-time state costs “not 
likely to exceed the low millions of dollars” for 
enforcement, as well as additional costs to protect 
state employees, veterans, and servicemembers who 
refuse unconstitutional orders.

Proponent Roberto Ramos must gather 
signatures from 874,641 registered voters -- 8% of 
the total votes cast for governor in the November 
2022 general election -- within 180 days. Petitions 
must be submitted to county elections officials by 
July 6, 2026.

 The Secretary of State’s tracking number for 
the measure is 2007, and the Attorney General’s is 
25-0030A1. Ramos can be reached at 549 Hilltop 
Terrace, Palmdale, CA 93551, (808) 600-0636, or 
RamosR2025@lawnet.ucla.edu.

 

Joy Atkinson, Advocate 
for Black Women in Public 
Policy, Remembered

Joy Atkinson, a longtime civic leader and 
advocate for Black women in public policy and 
political leadership, has died.

 Atkinson served as consulting executive 
director of the Los Angeles African American 
Women’s Public Policy Institute and was a founding 
member of the organization. She spent decades 
supporting its leadership development programs 
focused on policy training, civic education and 
preparation for public service.

Over a career spanning more than 30 years, 
Atkinson worked to expand opportunities for Black 
women in government, advocacy and community 
leadership. The institute’s programs trained hundreds 
of women who later pursued roles in public office, 
nonprofit leadership and civic engagement.

Earlier in her career, Atkinson worked for 
former California Assemblymember Gwen Moore, 

where she gained experience in legislative operations 
and constituent services. She later held several 
civic leadership roles in Los Angeles, including 
appointments to city commissions focused on 
neighborhood empowerment and community 
engagement.

Atkinson also served as a mentor to women 
pursuing careers in public service. Her influence 
continues through the individuals and organizations 
shaped by her work.

 

Gov. Newsom Issues 
Proclamation Announcing 
June 2 as Primary Election 
Day 

 
California voters will head to the polls on 

June 2, 2026, after Gov. Gavin Newsom issued a 
proclamation last week declaring the date of the 
state’s next statewide direct primary election.

 The announcement, released on Jan. 5, 
formally sets the election in accordance with state 
law and outlines the offices that will appear on 
the ballot. The primary will determine candidates 
for California’s top executive, legislative and 
congressional races ahead of the November general 
election.

Under the proclamation, voters will cast ballots 
for governor, lieutenant governor, secretary of state, 
controller, treasurer, attorney general, insurance 
commissioner and state superintendent of public 
instruction, as well as members of the State Board of 

Equalization from each of the state’s four districts.
California’s full congressional delegation will 

be on the primary ballot, with candidates running 
in each of the state’s 52 U.S. House districts. 
Legislative races will include state Senate seats from 
even-numbered districts and all 80 Assembly seats.

“I, Gavin Newsom, Governor of the State of 
California, pursuant to California law, including 
without limitation, section 12000 of the Elections 
Code, proclaim and order that a Statewide Direct 
Primary Election will be held throughout this State 
on Tuesday, the 2nd day of June 2026,” Newsom 
announced in an official proclamation. 

The primary will also include contests for 
county, judicial and other offices as provided by 
law. In addition, voters may be asked to decide 
on proposed constitutional amendments, ballot 
propositions and other questions that are required 
to be submitted under state law.

California operates under a top-two primary 
system, meaning all candidates, regardless of party 
affiliation, appear on the same primary ballot. The 
two candidates who receive the most votes in each 
race advance to the general election, even if both 
belong to the same political party.

 

California Marks First 
Anniversary of Devastating 
Los Angeles Fires 

California marked the one-year anniversary of 
the devastating Eaton and Palisades fires as state and 
federal leaders renewed calls for continued disaster 
recovery support and highlighted progress made 
since the blazes tore through parts of the greater Los 
Angeles County region. 

The fires, fueled by wind gusts of up to 100 
miles per hour, claimed at least 30 lives, burned 
more than 40,000 acres, destroyed over 16,000 
structures, and forced tens of thousands of residents 
to evacuate. The disaster caused widespread damage 
to homes, businesses, highways, and other critical 
infrastructure across the region.

As communities continue to rebuild, Gov. 
Gavin Newsom said the fires underscored the need 
for faster and more targeted wildfire prevention 
efforts statewide.

“The Los Angeles fires showed us we need to 
move faster and smarter,” Newsom said. “We’re 
streamlining projects that used to take years, 
deploying new technology to target our efforts where 
they matter most, and investing record funding in 
prevention. We’re turning hard lessons into concrete 
action and delivering results on the ground.”

At the federal level, California’s entire 
congressional delegation used the anniversary 
to press President Trump for additional disaster 
recovery funding. U.S. Sens. Alex Padilla and Adam 
Schiff , along with Reps. Ken Calvert (R-CA-41) 
and Zoe Lofgren (D-CA-18), led a bipartisan letter 
urging the administration to approve overdue 
federal assistance needed for long-term recovery in 
Los Angeles County.

While lawmakers praised the federal 
government’s initial response, including what they 
described as the fastest wildfire debris cleanup 
in U.S. history, they said current funding is not 
enough to meet ongoing needs. The Army Corps of 
Engineers cleared hazardous debris from more than 
9,000 properties in under 30 days and removed 
more than 2.5 million tons of debris in the first nine 
months after the fires.

 “As the recovery process continues, additional 
federal support is needed, and our entire delegation 
looks forward to working cooperatively with your 
administration to ensure the communities of 
Southern California receive their fair share of federal 
disaster assistance,” the bipartisan lawmakers stated 
in an open letter to President Donald Trump. 

State and local officials have also moved to 
cut red tape and speed up rebuilding through 
streamlined permitting and reconstruction policies. 
However, lawmakers stressed that the scale of 
destruction from the Eaton and Palisades fires 
requires sustained federal involvement, similar 
to aid provided to communities affected by other 
major disasters nationwide.

As California reflects on the anniversary of 
one of its most destructive wildfire events, leaders 
say continued investment and coordination will be 
critical to help affected families and communities 
fully recover and rebuild. 

CalPERS Hires Shari Slate as 
Chief Diversity, Equity and 
Inclusion Officer 

 
The California Public Employees’ Retirement 

System announced it has hired Shari Slate as its new 
chief diversity, equity, and inclusion officer, adding 
a veteran corporate executive to its leadership team 
as the pension system continues efforts to embed 
DEI across its operations.

Slate, a Sacramento-area resident, brings nearly 
two decades of experience leading diversity and 
inclusion strategies at major national companies. 
She most recently served as senior vice president and 
chief diversity, equity, and inclusion officer at CVS 
Health, whose businesses include retail pharmacies, 
pharmacy benefits management and Aetna health 

insurance.
In her new role, Slate will lead CalPERS’ 

work to integrate diversity, equity and inclusion 
throughout the organization and across relationships 
with suppliers, contractors and investment partners. 
She will serve on the CalPERS executive team and 
report directly to Chief Executive Officer Marcie 
Frost.

“Shari brings the kind of leadership this 
moment calls for, connecting diversity, inclusion, 
and equity to trust, governance and our core values,” 
Frost said. “She will help CalPERS continue to 
lead with our purpose, which is to deliver the best 
outcomes for the millions of people who depend on 
us for their retirement and health care benefits.”

 Before joining CVS Health, Slate was chief 
inclusion and collaboration officer and senior vice 
president at Cisco Systems Inc., where she helped 
launch the Office of Inclusion and Collaboration 
in 2015. During her tenure, Cisco built a broad 
pipeline of diverse talent and received multiple 
workplace honors, including being named No. 1 
on Fortune Magazine’s “World’s 25 Best Places to 
Work” list in 2019 and 2020 and earning spots on 
Fortune’s 100 Best Companies to Work For in the 
U.S. from 2021 through 2023.

 Slate said CalPERS’ mission drew her to the 
role.

 “CalPERS shows up for people at one of the 
most important moments of their lives, when work 
ends and trust matters most,” she said. “I hope to 
ensure that CalPERS works for all the people it 
was built to serve, beginning with our people and 
extending to every member who depends on this 
system.”

 A graduate of Mills College, Slate began her 
career at Xerox Corp. before becoming one of the 
youngest diversity officers at a Fortune 500 company 
while at Sun Microsystems. She has served on several 
boards and councils, including the California State 
University Foundation Board of Governors and the 
World Economic Forum’s Global Future Council 
on Systemic Inequalities and Social Cohesion.

CalPERS is the largest defined-benefit public 
pension system in the United States, serving nearly 
2.4 million retirement members and administering 
health benefits for more than 1.5 million members 
and their families.

Stockton Independent 
Review Clears Vice Mayor 
Jason Lee in Wild ’N Out 
inquiry; Debate Continues 
at City Hall

A $50,000, taxpayer-funded investigation has 
cleared Stockton Vice Mayor Jason Lee of any legal 
or ethical violations tied to a 2025 stop of Wild ’N 
Out, the rap battle improv TV show, in the city.

The findings have not ended the political 
fallout surrounding the episode.

An independent review by Hanson Bridgette 
LLP concluded that Lee did not abuse his authority, 
improperly influence city staff, misuse public 
funds, or hold a financial interest requiring recusal 
in connection with the May 24, 2025, comedy 
show featuring entertainer Nick Cannon. The firm 
found no violations of state law, the city charter, or 
municipal ethics rules.

The investigation stemmed from allegations 
raised months after the event, when critics accused 
Lee of using his celebrity connections to push city 
staff to bend established policies. Lee publicly 
rejected those claims, stating the production came 
to Stockton as a personal favor meant to elevate 
the city’s cultural visibility and demonstrate that it 
could attract nationally recognized entertainment.

Despite those denials, the issue escalated in 
December 2025 when Mayor Christina Fugazi 
moved to broaden the inquiry, including scrutiny 
of Lee’s participation in discussions related to the 
investigation itself. The Stockton City Council 
voted 4–3 to proceed, a decision that underscored 
deep divisions among council members and drew 
criticism over the cost and scope of the probe.

While the report ultimately cleared Lee, it 
included language that has kept the debate alive. 
Investigators noted that ethical expectations for 
elected officials can extend beyond what the law 
strictly requires, even when a personal interest 
appears aligned with the public good.

“At most, the facts reflect a possible lack of 
awareness of the need to consider ethical standards 
even when one’s personal interests are aligned with 
official duties,” the report stated.

Lee responded, arguing that he had attempted 
to prevent taxpayers from spending $50,000 on 
what he described as an unnecessary investigation. 

Fugazi, however, has emphasized the report’s 
ethical caution, maintaining that Stockton residents 
deserve leadership that exceeds minimum legal 
standards.

The City Council is scheduled to formally 
review the findings at its Jan. 12 meeting. Although 
the investigation closed the door on allegations of 
wrongdoing, it has left open a larger question for 
Stockton politics: whether public trust is measured 
solely by legal compliance, or by a higher bar shaped 
by perception, transparency, and accountability.
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California’s Director of Finance, Joe Stephenshaw, presented the $348.9 billion pro-
posed budget on Jan. 9, 2026, on behalf of Gov. Gavin Newsom. It was the second 
consecutive year Newsom did not personally deliver the budget. In January 2025, he 
was responding to emergency wildfires in Los Angeles, which prevented him from 
presenting the state’s fiscal forecast. CBM photo by Antonio Ray Harvey.

By Joe W. Bowers Jr.
California Black Media 

California’s 2026–27 budget debate opened 
on Jan. 9 with Finance Director Joe Stephenshaw 
presenting the budget proposal. 

Although Gov. Gavin Newsom did not attend 
the budget press conference, he previewed parts 
of the spending plan during his State of the State 
address the day before. 

Stephenshaw emphasized that the January 
budget is a first draft meant to outline the 
administration’s priorities ahead of the May Revision 
when the Governor is required by law to present 
a mid-year update of the budget that incorporates 
amended forecasts and adjustments of the numbers 
released last week.  

“This is really a blueprint,” he said. “There’s 
going to be changes between now and May.” 

The proposed budget totals about $349 billion, 
including roughly $248.3 billion from the General 
Fund. The administration says stronger-than-
expected revenues — about $42 billion more over 
three years than previously forecast — helped close 
what it describes as a modest $2.9 billion shortfall. 

The nonpartisan Legislative Analyst’s Office 
(LAO), however, offers a starkly different view, 
projecting an $18 billion deficit for 2026–27. 
Stephenshaw said the disagreement comes from 
economic assumptions: the Department of Finance 
expects steady growth, while the LAO assumes 
slower growth and declining revenues. 

Both sides agree that larger deficits loom. 
Finance officials project a shortfall of about $22 
billion in 2027–28. 

Education is the largest spending area. State 
law requires roughly 40% of General Fund revenues 
to go to K–12 schools and community colleges, so 
funding rises automatically when revenues increase. 

Under the proposal, funding for K–12 schools 
and community colleges would rise by $22 billion, 
bringing total Proposition 98 education funding 
to about $125.5 billion. That would push state 
support to a record $20,427 per student, with total 
per-student funding — including federal dollars — 
reaching about $27,418. 

The budget avoids cuts to K–12 education, 
adds $509 million for special education, fully funds 
universal transitional kindergarten at about $1.9 
billion a year, and directs $1 billion to high-needs 
community schools. 

State Superintendent of Public Instruction 

Tony Thurmond praised the funding levels but 
raised concerns about Newsom’s proposal to move 
the Department of Education under the executive 
branch, shifting authority from the independently 
elected superintendent to the governor. 

Marshall Tuck, CEO of the education advocacy 
group EdVoice, welcomed the funding focus, 
saying, “EdVoice commends Governor Newsom 
on continuing to prioritize education in his state 
budget proposals.” 

Health care is the other major cost driver. 
Medi-Cal is projected to cost $2 billion more in 
the current year and $2.4 billion more next year. 

About $1.1 billion of the Medi-Cal increase is tied 
to new federal requirements under Pres. Donald 
Trump’s budget law, H.R. 1 known as the “One Big 
Beautiful Bill Act.” 

Federal changes are also increasing costs for 
food assistance and other safety-net programs. 
Senate President Pro Tem Monique Limón (D – 
Santa Barbara) said California cannot fully make up 
for those federal cuts. 

“California will not be able to fill the holes that 
have been left by the federal government,” Limón 
said. 

Beginning October 2026, federal funding will 

drop for certain immigrants, including refugees and 
asylees. Under the proposal, about 200,000 people 
would be shifted into a limited Medi-Cal program 
that covers only emergency and pregnancy-related 
care. 

The budget continues Newsom’s homelessness 
strategy, which has helped cut unsheltered 
homelessness by 9% in 2025 through programs 
like Homekey. The proposal would reduce state 
homelessness funding from $1 billion to $500 
million for the Homeless Housing, Assistance and 
Prevention (HHAP) program. 

The administration says the budget reflects 
caution as well as confidence. It would build total 
reserves to $23 billion, including a $3 billion 
deposit into the Rainy-Day Fund, and spend $11.8 
billion over four years to reduce pension debt. 

In a statement, Newsom said, “California’s 
economy is strong… but we remain disciplined and 
focused on sustaining progress, not overextending 
it.” 

Democratic legislative leaders urged restraint. 
Assembly Speaker Robert Rivas (D–Salinas) and 
Assembly Budget Chair Jesse Gabriel (D – Encino) 
said strong revenues may not last and recommended 
that the state should use the moment to strengthen 
schools, expand housing and build reserves. 

Republicans criticized the proposed budget. 
State Sen. Roger Niello (R-Fair Oaks) called the 
governor’s projections “dangerously optimistic.” 
Senate Minority Leader Brian Jones (R–San 
Diego) said the plan was “more of the same from 
a lame-duck governor,” and Sen. Suzette Martinez-
Valladares (R–Lancaster) said, “We don’t have a 
revenue problem in California, we have a spending 
problem.” 

Stephenshaw said the administration is 
delaying decisions until clearer numbers are 
available, particularly regarding how much the state 
can offset potential federal cuts.

 
“It really is a conservative approach,” he said, 

describing the proposal as a holding pattern. 
The administration will release an updated 

budget proposal in May, after spring tax collections 
are finalized. The May Revision will update revenue 
and spending estimates which will likely change the 
size of the projected deficit and the budget plan. 

 

Newsom’s Finance Director Opens 2026-27 
Budget Debate With Cautious Plan
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By Louis J. King II, 
President and CEO, OIC of America

Let’s talk about real dollars and real opportunity 
in the new year.At OIC of America, we like to 
say, “Skills pay bills.” And in this moment — when 
employers across the country are scrambling for 
trained workers — the people who hold the right 
certifications are the ones writing their own ticket. 
If you’re trying to increase your income without 
the cost or time commitment of a four-year degree, 
skill-based certifications might be the smartest 
investment you can make.

The job market is shifting fast. According to 
the U.S. Chamber of Commerce, America is facing 
a  record 8.8 million job openings, many in fields 
that require certifications rather than degrees. And 
here’s the part too many people overlook: workers 
with industry-recognized credentials now earn up to 
25–30% more than peers without them, especially 
in trades, healthcare, and tech.

That’s why OIC of America continues to double 
down on our mission. We train individuals  for 
free — yes, Free 99 — to help them not just land 
jobs but build careers that sustain families and 
uplift communities. With the federal government’s 
recent investments in workforce development and 
infrastructure, the demand for certified workers will 
only grow. The door is open right now for people 
who want better careers and better pay.

Here are some of the certifications changing 
incomes across the country today:

Commercial Driver’s License (CDL)– Trucking 
and logistics employers continue to feel the pinch of 
a nationwide driver shortage, and wages reflect it.

HVAC Certification– As extreme temperatures 
rise across the country, HVAC technicians have 
become essential — and employers are paying 
accordingly.

IT Support / CompTIA Certifications– Tech 
has gone beyond coders. These credentials open 

doors for nontraditional learners entering a $5 
trillion global tech industry.

Welding and OSHA Safety Certifications– 
Critical skills for the massive infrastructure projects 
now underway nationwide.

Most of these programs take months, not years, 
and often cost less than one semester of college. Yet 
they can increase a person’s income by a third — 
sometimes more.

If we’re serious about closing the wealth gap, 
building a stronger workforce, and creating true 
economic justice, we must make these pathways 
visible and accessible. Certifications are not just 
pieces of paper. They are  lifelines  — gateways 
to economic mobility, generational wealth, and 
personal dignity.

The  future of  our communities is worth the 
investment. Let’s build it — one skill at a time.

Planning for 2026: Certifications 
That Will Increase Your Income Now


