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Lawmakers, healthcare advocates and mothers 
push for reforms as rural areas face a decline in 
obstetric care. Credit: iStockphoto / NNPA.

By Ashleigh Fields
Special to the AFRO

Black women in rural areas are facing the brunt 
of declining medical services, including access to 
obstetric care as new policies threaten clinic and 
hospital closures.

Under the current White House administration’s 
summer spending package, federal reimbursement 
for services covered through Medicaid and the 
Affordable Care Act severely declined leaving rural 
healthcare providers to fend for themselves amid 
pressing patient concerns.

“The risks facing women in rural communities 
is due to hardship in receiving routine screenings 
and also access for treatment if conditions/diseases 
arise.  Also, in rural areas there are few specialists,” 
Dr. Sonya Buchanan, a preventative medicine 
physician and Meharry Medical College graduate, 
told the AFRO.

“Most specialists practice in larger cities with 
larger populations. Commuting to and from for 
treatment of chronic illnesses or cancer may not be 
possible for a number of reasons including financial, 
logistics or missing time from work,” she added.

In response to the 47th president’s spending bill, 
Georgia Rep. Nikema Williams (D) introduced the 
Maternal Health Equity Under Medicaid Act to raise 
federal matching rates to 90 percent for Medicaid 
expenditures on maternal healthcare.Nearly 1 in 
5 or 20 percent of rural adults and 40 percent of 
rural children rely on Medicaid or Children Health 
Insurance Program. Amid cost concerns, rural 
Americans also face geographic challenges that 
present threats to healthcare.Most live an average of 
10.5 miles from the nearest hospital, versus just 4.4 
miles for their urban counterparts, according to the 
National Rural Health Association.“Medicaid is the 
largest payer of maternity care in this country and 

must be part of the solution to the maternal health 
crisis. Too many people are still falling through 
cracks in our healthcare system, especially Black 
mamas who continue to face a worsening maternal 
health crisis,” Williams said in a statement noting 
that 42 percent of births are financed by Medicaid.
Still, women who enroll in Medicaid in their third 
trimester have a 4.7 times higher likelihood of 
experiencing maternal mortality and a 1.5 times 
higher risk for infant mortality, according to her 
office.“Raising the federal match for maternal care 
will give states the resources they need to expand 
care and save lives. As Republicans threaten 
devastating Medicaid cuts, this legislation is a clear 
statement: we must invest in care, not cruelty,” the 
Georgia lawmaker said.As of 2022, more than two-
thirds of rural hospitals in eight states were without 
obstetric services, according to a Health Affairs 
study. From 2010- 2022, 12 states also reported 
the loss of 25 percent or more obstetric services in 
rural hospitals.“The mass closures of obstetric wings 
in rural hospitals have been a major issue for years 
now. In North Carolina, 40 percent of our counties 
have no facilities at all for maternity care. The 
passage of the Big Beautiful Bill—I like to call it the 
Big Ugly Bill—is only going to make these issues 
so much worse. Labor and delivery units are often 
the first to get cut when hospital budgets get low,” 
Rep. Alma Adams (D-N.C.) told the AFRO.“This 
bill made major cuts to Medicaid dollars, which 
hospitals rely on to stay afloat. It also created new 
restrictions making it more difficult to remain 
eligible for Medicaid,” she added.The United States 
remains the only developed country with a rising 
maternal mortality rate, according to UNICEF, 
with deaths skewed towards women of color.Black 
women are  three to four times more likely  to die 
from pregnancy-related complications and twice as 

likely to lose an infant to premature death. Women 
in rural communities are threatened the most.
All 50 states were given access to the federal Rural 
Health Transformation Fund which provides over 
$100,000 to strengthen and modernize health care 
in rural communities across the country.“While it 
won’t fully alleviate the burden of these Medicaid 
cuts, our state will be using some of these dollars 
to keep rural hospitals in business and expand 
maternity care access in our state, focusing on 
non-medical barriers to care, too,” Rep. Adams 
said.“Let’s be honest, though—this is a band-aid 
to our country’s Black maternal health crisis. We 
need comprehensive legislation to address it, like 
the Momnibus Act, which we’re reintroducing soon 
with Rep. Underwood and Sen. Booker. We need 
major action soon, because our country is reaching a 
boiling point, and our moms deserve better,” Adams 
continued.The Momnibus Act is a package of 13-bill 
acts that address social determinants, mental health, 
workforce diversification, and data collection, 
with over $1 billion in proposed investments 
dedicated to solving the maternal mortality crisis.
While lawmakers address issues through policy, 
doulas have also been stepping in to bridge the gap 
by providing travel services to address the lack of 
care in rural communities.“Historically,  doulas 
were responsible  for assisting those giving birth 
and midwives, and were often among the few 
enslaved individuals who were allowed to travel due 
to the indispensability of their services. However, 
as births moved into hospitals, the non-clinical 
support system declined — removing an invaluable 
service for expectant mothers, particularly 
those within communities disproportionately 
affected by maternal mortality rates and limited 
access to medical care and birthing services,” 
according to Valerie Rochester, chief health 

equity officer at Creating Healthier Communities 
(CHC).“Increasingly, research suggests that doulas 
are not only beneficial in better health outcomes, 
but also in reducing unnecessary medical procedures 
and, therefore, healthcare costs. A recent study of 
Medicaid beneficiaries found that women who 
received doula support had both lower cesarean 
and preterm birth rates,” she added.Jacque Souza, a 
self-employed doula, said families in areas without 
immediate access to healthcare or concerns about 
care in hospitals have benefitted from the at-home 
services doulas provide.“A birth doula holds space 
so birth can unfold with dignity. She does not 
replace medical care but helps mothers make the 
best decisions when bringing a baby into the world,” 
Souza told the AFRO.Doulas also provide extensive 
treatment after babies are born.“A postpartum doula 
also has an important, though often less visible, 
role. She helps families navigate the unique and 
delicate time of postpartum. those days when nights 
are long and the days feel endless. A postpartum 
doula guides and cares for new mothers during this 
profound transition,” Souza said.

Black Women in Rural Areas Grapple 
with Stark Decline in Obstetric Care

Secretary of State Shirley N. Weber speaks with Dr. Lorrie Frasure, Director of the UCLA Ralph J. 
Bunche Center. Photo by CBM.

Michael A. Stoll, Professor of Public Policy at the 
UCLA Luskin School of Public Affairs, presents 
during the State of Black California convening. 
Photo by CBM

Panel moderated by Dr. Safiya Noble featuring Assemblymember Dr. LaShae Sharp-Collins, Dr. Tiera 
Tanksley, Senior Researcher, and Aloe Blacc, artist and activist, during the State of Black California 
event.

By Joe W. Bowers Jr.
California Black Media 

New data showing rising unemployment and 
widening economic gaps for Black Californians 
framed a statewide conference at UCLA, where 
more than 200 advocates, policymakers, elected 
officials, scholars, entertainers and community 
leaders gathered to examine the conditions facing 
Black Californians and to push solutions for a 
thriving Black California.  

Hosted by the UCLA Ralph J. Bunche Center 
for African American Studies in partnership with 
the California Legislative Black Caucus (CLBC), the 
“State of Black California” conference focused on 
collecting and confronting data on the condition of 
Black Californians and connecting it to community 
experience, policy and political power. 

Dr. Michael Stoll, UCLA professor and faculty 
director of the Black Policy Project, reported that 
Black unemployment rose from 5.6% to 7.5%, 
adding roughly 25,000 unemployed workers — the 
largest increase among racial groups.

The rise was most pronounced among Black 
women, including those with college degrees -- a 
pattern that highlights why the issue is particularly 
urgent, as the California Black Women’s Collective 
Empowerment Institute (CABWCEI) reports that 
Black women are the primary earners in about 80% 
of Black households statewide.

The data also showed rising involuntary part-
time work and a growing number of individuals 
disconnected from both employment and education. 
Stoll pointed to the erosion of public sector jobs — 
long a pathway to stable, middle-class employment 
— as a key factor reshaping opportunity.  

The conference opened with community 
leaders who connected those findings to lived 
experience. 

Dr. Brandon Nicholson, chief executive officer 
of The Hidden Genius Project, called for stronger 
investments in Black youth and clearer pathways 
into technology and leadership.  

Mina Anochie, research and policy fellow at 
Altadena Rising, described ongoing gaps in disaster 
recovery following the Eaton Fire, including families 
who still had not been contacted by relief agencies.  

Dr. Rhianna Rogers, senior vice president 
of research and programs at the California Black 
Women’s Collective Empowerment Institute, 
pointed to the economic pressures facing Black 
women, who often serve as primary breadwinners 
while facing wage gaps and higher poverty rates.  

 
Los Angeles Mayor Karen Bass, in a prerecorded 

message, and Assemblymember Isaac Bryan 
(D-Ladera Heights), CLBC vice chair, connected 
the purpose of the conference to public policy.  

Bass called it “one of the most important 
convenings of Black leadership in California.” In 
his remarks Bryan emphasized the need to move 
from data to outcomes, connecting the research to 
legislative priorities.  

In a fireside chat with Dr. Lorrie Frasure, 
director of the Bunche Center, Secretary of State 
Shirley N. Weber tied political power directly 
to participation and warned that forces outside 
California continue to shape local access and 
influence. 

“If you don’t vote, you are allowing someone 
else to determine your future,” Weber said, urging 
attendees to use their “juice” — their individual 
influence — to push back against misinformation 
and policies coming out of Washington that affect 
Black communities.  

Next, the panel “Pathways to Success: 
Education, Artificial Intelligence and Opportunity 

in California,” turned to the future and the question 
of who will shape it. 

 Participants included Assemblymember Dr. 
LaShae Sharp-Collins (D-San Diego), singer and 
activist Aloe Blacc, senior UCLA researcher Dr. 
Tiera Tannkley and moderator Dr. Safiya Noble, 
professor at UCLA.  

Sharp-Collins framed the issue in terms of 
accountability and leadership. She said, “There 
is a difference between leading Blacks and Black 
leaders.”  

She also raised concerns about the use of 
new technology in schools, asking, “Why are we 
experimenting on Black kids?”  

“Blackness is codified as failure,” Tannkley said, 
warning that data-driven systems can reinforce bias. 

Noble raised broader concerns about artificial 
intelligence, while Aloe Blacc emphasized the 
need to align education, visible opportunities and 
attainable jobs.  

Sharp-Collins also made the case for belief and 
investment, saying, “It’s going to take someone to 
believe that all students can achieve.”  

The panel on, “Affordability & Stability: 
Building Thriving Black Communities,” focused 
on the widening gap between wages and the cost 
of living. 

Panelists included Kevin Harbour, chief 
executive officer of BizFed Institute; William 
McGee, California deputy superintendent of public 
instruction; Sen. Laura Richardson (D-Inglewood); 
and moderator Dr. Jasmine Hill, assistant professor 
at UCLA. 

Harbour defined the issue in direct terms: 
“Affordability is the ability to have your income 
exceed your expenses.”  

As the discussion shifted from education to 
job outcomes, McGee pointed to a structural gap 
between credentials and stability. 

“Credentials just to end up in low wage work,” 
McGee said, describing how for Black workers 
completing school does not guarantee access to jobs 
with wages, benefits or long-term security. 

Richardson linked economic mobility to policy 
choices, warning, “When you stop DEI… the door 
is closed.”  

Harbour also pushed ownership as a strategy 
for long-term stability, saying, “Getting a job is 
cool. Getting a business is better.”  

The closing panel, “Culture as Power: Art, 
Voice, and the Fight for Black Futures,” shifted the 
focus from conditions to power — who defines the 
narrative and who benefits from it. 

The panel featured Bryan, Assemblymember 

Sade Elhawary (D-Los Angeles), Rock and Roll 
Hall of Famer, activist & author Chuck D and 
moderator Dr. Gaye Theresa Johnson, professor at 
UC Santa Barbara.  

Bryan grounded the discussion in community 
experience, saying, “Real change comes from the 
people who have been most impacted.” 

Chuck D tied culture directly to political 
struggle. “A federal administration… is actively 
trying to erase our culture,” he said. He also warned 
against mistaking digital activity for movement 
building, saying, “Social media is not our space for 
movement and change.”  

Elhawary pointed to the importance of 

representation and access to policymaking, while 
Johnson framed culture as central to how policy is 
shaped and understood.  

Throughout the conference, UCLA leaders, 
including Frasure and Executive Vice Chancellor 
and Provost Dr. Darnell Hunt, stressed the 
university’s role in producing data that can inform 
public policy.  

Members of the Legislative Black Caucus, 
including Bryan, Elhawary, Sharp-Collins and 
Richardson, pointed to the need to turn those 
findings into concrete policy solutions. 

“You cannot develop policy if you don’t know 
the condition of the people,” Bass said.

State of Black California: New Data Shows Black Californians 
Falling Behind as Leaders Convene at UCLA to Confront Crisis
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California Capitol News You Might Have Missed
Political Playback:

Shell gas station in Redlands, San Bernardino 
County, California, on April 11, 2026.

By Bo Tefu
California Black Media  

California Sees Surge in 
Gas Prices, Igniting Fresh 
Political Blame Game 

California drivers are once again paying the 
highest prices at the pump in the nation, setting 
off a renewed clash between Democrats and 
Republicans over who is responsible — and what 
should be done. 

The average price for a gallon of regular 
gasoline in California hovered around $5.90 this 
week, according to the American Automobile 
Association (AAA), roughly $1.70 higher than the 
national average. 

The spike follows a broader trend: the U.S. 
Bureau of Labor Statistics reported that gasoline 
prices surged more than 20% in March, driving 
the largest monthly increase in the Consumer Price 
Index in nearly two years.

As costs climb, political leaders are sharpening 
their arguments. 

Gov. Gavin Newsom has pointed to global 
instability and federal dynamics as key drivers. Last 
week, his office posted on X in response to a White 
House post celebrating falling prices for select 
consumer goods: 

“The White House is celebrating because prices 
for ‘men’s underwear and accessories are down one-
fifth of 1%,” Newsom’s office posted. “Sir, we just 
want lower gas prices. But big congrats on your 
underwear accessories?” 

The jab underscored Newsom’s broader 
message: that Californians are feeling pain at the 
pump despite marginal declines in other consumer 
costs. 

Republicans, however, are placing the blame 
squarely on state policy. 

Speaking on Fox News, former California 
GOP Chair Jessica Milan Patterson argued that 
policies instituted by Newsom and the Democratic 
supermajority in the California Legislature have 
driven up costs through taxes and regulations. 

“We have the highest gas prices in the nation. 
We pay $1.50 to $2.00 more per gallon than the rest 
of the country,” Patterson said. “It is because of high 
gas taxes… special fuel mandates… regulations here 
in California… real leadership would have said… I 
would suspend the gas tax tomorrow.” 

Democrats counter, arguing that global oil 
markets, refinery constraints and corporate pricing 
practices all play a role. Some have pointed to 
ongoing state efforts to increase oversight of oil 
companies and penalize excessive profits. 

Energy analysts broadly agree that California’s 
higher taxes and environmental standards contribute 
to elevated prices, but also note that refinery outages, 
supply limitations and international conflicts can 
quickly push costs higher. 

With summer travel season approaching 
and volatility in global oil markets continuing, 
Californians may face sustained high prices — even 
as leaders in Sacramento and Washington, D.C. 
continue to argue over who is responsible for the 
pain at the pump. 

 

A $37.2 Million Boost: 
California Announces 
New Funding for 
Apprenticeships and 
Workforce Training   

California is investing $37.2 million to expand 
apprenticeship and workforce training programs, 
aiming to support more than 60,000 residents and 
strengthen pathways into high-demand careers. 

On April 9, Gov. Gavin Newsom announced 
the funding through the California Apprenticeship 
Council Training Fund and the California 
Workforce Development Board’s High Road 
Training Partnerships. The initiative is designed to 
help Californians gain job skills while addressing 
workforce shortages across key industries.

According to Newsom’s office, the investment 
highlights the state’s broader effort to connect 
education, training, and employment. 

“Through these programs, we’re strengthening 
training opportunities for Californians to earn, 
learn, and build a future without taking on debt,” 
Newsom said in a statement. 

About half of the funding, $18.6 million, 
will support 160 state-registered apprenticeship 
programs serving more than 55,000 workers, 
primarily in construction and skilled trades such 
as electrical work, plumbing, and HVAC. State 
officials say these jobs often provide stable careers 
with median wages above $70,000 per year. 

The remaining $18.6 million will fund 
workforce training through High Road Training 
Partnerships, which will train at least 4,600 workers 
in industries including health care, manufacturing, 
and technology. Several organizations received major 
awards, including $3.5 million each for the Miguel 
Contreras Foundation to expand health care career 
pathways, the San Bernardino Community College 
District to grow regional workforce programs, and 
The Empowerment Center to expand mental health 
training in disaster-affected communities. 

California Labor Secretary Stewart Knox said 
the effort brings together education and industry to 
create clearer career pathways.  

“Apprenticeships and workforce training 
are most effective when education, industry, and 
workforce systems work together,” Knox said. 

State officials say the funding also supports 
broader economic goals, including growth in 
clean energy, cybersecurity, and health care. The 
investment is part of a long-term strategy to expand 
access to good-paying jobs while preparing workers 
for California’s evolving economy.

Under Pressure, Rep. 
Eric Swalwell Suspends 
California Governor 
Bid Amid Mounting SA 
Allegations

 
Rep. Eric Swalwell (D-CA-14) has suspended 

his campaign for California governor following 
mounting pressure from leaders within his own 
party, capping a tumultuous week dominated by 
sexual assault allegations and political fallout.

 The decision came over the weekend, days 
after California Democratic Party (CADEM) Chair 
Rusty Hicks publicly rebuked the allegations as 
“deeply disturbing” and urged all candidates to 
reassess the viability of their campaigns.

Swalwell, who is seeking reelection to 
Congress, had been a candidate in California’s 
2026 gubernatorial race. His exit follows a wave of 
scrutiny triggered by reports published April 10 by 
Politico and other outlets detailing accusations from 
a former staffer. The woman alleged that Swalwell 
engaged in sexual encounters with her while she 
was his subordinate and sexually assaulted her 
on two occasions. The allegations have not been 
independently confirmed.

Additional reporting cited three other women 
who accused Swalwell of making sexual advances 
and sending explicit messages and photos. 
Separately, documents obtained by Politico show 
that a former employee who settled a workplace 
discrimination dispute with Swalwell’s office agreed 
to confidentiality and non-disparagement provisions 
— contradicting earlier claims by his campaign that 
no staffers had signed such agreements.

Swalwell has denied the allegations, calling them 
“false” and politically motivated, and emphasizing 
his record of supporting women during nearly two 
decades in public service.

Still, the controversy quickly destabilized his 
campaign. Several senior staff members resigned, 
and some endorsers withdrew or paused their 
support. Hicks stopped short of explicitly calling for 

Swalwell to exit the race but underscored the stakes.
“First, the stories of victims and survivors 

should be heard and believed. Period,” Hicks said. 
“Second, any person engaged in misconduct must 
take responsibility and be held accountable for their 
actions — including a member of Congress and 
candidate for governor.”

Hicks added that his earlier directive to 
candidates remained in effect: “My call for all — 
repeat, all — candidates for governor to ‘honestly 
assess the viability of their candidacy and campaign’ 
still stands. In fact, that call is more important now 
than ever before.”

Calls for Swalwell to step aside intensified from 
within the field of candidates. Tony Thurmond, 
California’s Superintendent of Public Instruction 
and a fellow gubernatorial candidate, urged Swalwell 
to resign from Congress and end his campaign.

 “I’m here to acknowledge the courage of the 
many brave women who have shared accounts of 
sexual assaults … it’s a sad day and it is difficult to 
hear these troubling accounts,” Thurmond said, 
adding that Swalwell should “take responsibility 
for your actions” and “step away from this race for 
governor.”

Across the aisle, Republicans failed to select 
a candidate they will back for governor, leaving 
the party without a unified standard-bearer after 
delegates declined to coalesce around either Chad 
Bianco or Steve Hilton during the California 
Republican Party convention held this weekend in 
Sacramento. That stalemate underscores divisions 
within the GOP field, too, as the 2026 race 
continues to take shape.

 

Who’s in Charge — Doctors 
or AI? Asm. Bonta’s Bills 
Take Aim at Health Tech 

California lawmakers are weighing new limits 
on artificial intelligence in health care, as concerns 
grow over whether technology is beginning to 
override doctors’ judgment in patient care. 

At a legislative hearing held April 7 and led by 
Assemblymember Mia Bonta (D-Alameda), chair 
of the Assembly Health Committee, lawmakers 
advanced Assembly Bill 2575. The bill, introduced 
by Assemblymember Liz Ortega (D-San Leandro), 
would require safeguards to ensure AI tools support, 
rather than replace, clinical decision-making. 

The proposal comes as AI is rapidly being 
integrated into hospitals and clinics. AB 2575 would 
require health facilities to provide written disclosures 
about how AI tools function, including their risks 
and intended use. It also makes clear that health care 
workers can override AI recommendations, when 
necessary, based on their professional judgment. 

“In health care, artificial intelligence should 
only support clinical judgment, not replace it,” said 
Ortega to lawmakers. 

The bill would also prohibit employers from 
retaliating against workers who override or rely on 
AI systems in good faith. In addition, it would block 
developers and health care providers from avoiding 
liability by blaming workers who fail to override 
flawed AI outputs. 

Supporters say the measure addresses real-world 
risks tied to AI errors and bias. Cathy Kennedy, 
president of the California Nurses Association, said 
many workers are required to use AI tools without 
understanding how they work. “When employers 
expect nurses to rely on this technology that we 
cannot meaningfully evaluate, object to, or override, 
then it puts our patients’ safety at risk,” she said. 

Labor advocates argue the bill is part of a 
broader push to ensure human expertise remains 
central in the workplace. They say AI should 
enhance care, not dictate it. 

But business and medical groups pushed back, 
warning the bill could slow innovation and add new 
burdens. Alexis Rodriguez, speaking in opposition 
at the hearing on behalf of the California Chamber 
of Commerce, said the proposal could limit tools 
already improving care.  

“AI is already helping clinicians detect sepsis 
sooner, improve the accuracy of cancer screenings, 
assist with screening patients’ medication orders, 
and more,” said Rodriguez. 

Physician groups also raised concerns about the 
impact on workloads and legal risk. George Soares, 
representing the California Medical Association, said 
the bill may create unintended consequences. “This 
bill is overly broad and risks creating unintended 
consequences that could ultimately harm the very 
patients it seeks to protect.” said Soares. 

California Gov’t: Most of the 
Hospices Accused of Fraud 
By Social Media Influencers, 
Officials, Receive Federal 
Aid - Not Medi-Cal 

California officials say hospice providers 
accused of fraud by conservative influencers and 
some lawmakers are more likely billing federal 
programs, not the state’s Medicaid system, pushing 
back on claims that fraud is widespread in Medi-
Cal. 

The response follows a state investigation into 
a Los Angeles office complex highlighted in viral 
videos and political criticism. Influencers, some 
state lawmakers and federal government officials 
have alleged that California is failing to control 
fraud among hospice providers. 

State health officials say the facts tell a different 
story. Of 48 licensed hospice businesses linked to 
the Van Nuys site, only 19 are eligible to bill Medi-
Cal. Most rely on Medicare, a federally managed 
program that covers the majority of hospice 
spending. 

The findings underscore a key divide in the 
debate over fraud oversight. While California 
licenses hospice providers, the federal government 
oversees Medicare billing, where state officials say 
much of the suspected fraud occurs. 

A spokesperson for Gov. Gavin Newsom, 
Diana Crofts-Pelayo, said California has already 
taken aggressive steps to combat hospice fraud and 
emphasized that enforcement efforts are ongoing. 
She also urged federal authorities to strengthen 
oversight of Medicare, where most hospice 
reimbursements are processed, saying, “We’re 
doing our part to raise standards, and it’s time for 
Washington to step up.” 

California Attorney General Rob Bonta 
has also underscored that while Medi-Cal fraud 
does occur, it is being actively investigated and 
prosecuted. During an April 8 news briefing, Bonta 
announced charges against 21 individuals and the 
arrest of five suspects tied to a large-scale scheme 
that fraudulently billed Medi-Cal for approximately 
$267 million using stolen identities and sham 
hospice companies. According to investigators, 
no legitimate hospice services were ever provided 
in the case, which involves allegations of identity 
theft, money laundering, and coordinated billing 
fraud. State officials say the case demonstrates both 
the existence of bad actors within the system and 
California’s capacity to detect, halt, and prosecute 
fraud, countering claims that abuse is unchecked. 

Bonta’s investigation was prompted in part 
by claims that nearly 200 hospice businesses were 
operating out of a single address. State officials 
disputed that number, saying the building houses 
48 licensed providers and is zoned for multiple 
office spaces. 

Investigators are now reviewing whether those 
providers are actively operating, properly staffed, 
and maintaining patient records. Results from the 
latest inspection are expected in the coming weeks.

Federal authorities have also acted. Prosecutors 
recently charged eight individuals in connection 
with an alleged $50 million hospice fraud scheme 
in the Los Angeles area. 

Despite disagreements over responsibility, both 
state and federal officials acknowledge that fraud 
exists. California leaders are now calling for stronger 
coordination with Washington to improve oversight 
and prevent abuse across the system. 

 California Assembly Republican Leader, 
Assemblymember Heath Flora (R-Lodi) is calling 
for a special legislative session on fraud. 

“Let’s be honest. This latest announcement 
from the Attorney General is not proactive. It 
shows how large this problem became before it 
was stopped. I’m calling for a special session on 
fraud in California’s state programs. Enough of the 
announcements while California lags behind and 
lets the federal government take the lead,” Flora said 
in a statement.  

“The question is simple: why did it take so long 
to get here? This is not limited to one program. 
We’ve seen serious concerns in hospice, Medi-Cal, 
high-speed rail, homelessness spending, and in-
home health services, to name a few. Same pattern 
every time. Money goes out. Oversight doesn’t keep 
up,” he said. “Californians deserve to know how 
much was lost, who was supposed to be watching, 
and what is being done to make sure it never 
happens again.”  

Sen. Akilah Weber Pierson’s bill, SB 869, would 
require chain restaurants to label beverages 
containing high levels of added sugar — defined 
as 50% or more of the recommended daily amount 
— on their menus. If passed, chain restaurants 
with 20 or more locations would be required to 
place a warning icon on menus beginning Jan. 1, 
2028. CBM photo by Antonio Ray Harvey.

Sen. Akilah Weber Pierson (D-San Diego), left, 
conducts a sugar content demonstration at the 
State Capitol to promote ingredient transparency 
and help consumers make informed health choices 
by highlighting beverages that contain 50% or 
more of the recommended daily value for added 
sugar (more than 25 grams). Her bill, SB 869, 
would require chain restaurants to place warning 
labels on drinks with high added sugar content. 
CBM photo by Antonio Ray Harvey.

By Antonio‌ ‌Ray‌ ‌Harvey‌
‌California‌ ‌Black‌ ‌Media

On April 8, Sen. Akilah Weber Pierson (D-San 
Diego) introduced a public health bill that would 
require chain restaurants to include warning labels 
on their menus for beverages with high sugar 
content. 

Senate Bill (SB) 869 requires chain restaurants 
with 20-plus locations to display a specific, 
visible “factual warning statement” for beverages 
containing 50% or more of the recommended daily 
added sugar limit.  

“This information will be placed where it 
matters most, directly on menus, right at the point 
of selection, whether printed, digital, or at drive-
thrus,” said Weber-Pierson, chair of the California 
Legislative Black Caucus (CLBC) at a news briefing 
at the State Capitol.

“SB 869 does not ban products, and it does not 
limit consumers’ choices. What it does is empower 
consumers with knowledge to make informed 
decisions,” Weber added.  

On April 9, the bill passed out of the Senate 
Health Committee with a 9-0 vote and was 
referred to the Senate Appropriations Committee. 

The legislation aims to combat health issues such 
as obesity, Type 2 diabetes, and heart disease by 
providing customers with clear information to 
make healthier choices.  

Weber Pierson made the announcement at a 
news conference at the State Capitol that coincided 
with the American Heart Association’s Advocacy 
Day. Over 400 physicians, residents, and students 
gathered to meet with lawmakers to discuss patient 
access, practice sustainability, and other key 
healthcare issues.

According to the bill’s language, the 
specification applies to standard menu items but 
excludes customized customer orders, alcoholic 
beverages, and temporarily offered items available 
for less than 60 days.

The warnings, Weber Pierson added, include 
a designated icon and a statement at the point of 
selection, with exemptions for items like alcoholic 
beverages or customer-modified drinks. 

The goal, the medical doctor from San 
Diego said, is to increase awareness of “obscured” 
sugar, with studies showing these labels influence 
consumers to order healthier options.

 “As a physician, I know firsthand that added 
sugar can lead to obesity, Type II diabetes, heart 
diseases, and other chronic illnesses that are affecting 
our communities,” Weber Pierson said. “Sugar 
drinks are one of the largest sources of added sugar 
in the American diet, and many people just simply 
don’t know how much sugar is in what they drink.”

The California Restaurant Association and 
proprietors are reportedly pushing back against 
the legislation. Restaurant leaders oppose the 
measure, stating that SB 869 would be financially 
burdensome, leaving them no choice but to pass 
associated costs to consumers. 

“Menu labeling mandates of all kinds add 
tremendous cost, and there is simply no choice 
but to pass those costs onto guests,” the California 
Restaurant Association said in a statement. 

At the news briefing, Weber Pierson performed 
several demonstrations with collegiate and high 
school students in front of the State Capitol to 
show the high sugar content in common beverages 
to build support for SB 869.  

The primary goal of these demonstrations was 
to highlight how much sugar people unknowingly 
consume and to promote the bill’s requirement for 
chain restaurants to clearly label drinks containing 

over 25 grams of added sugar, which accounts for 
50% of the recommended daily limit. 

The United States Food and Drug 
Administration (FDA) does not require restaurants 
to show sugar content directly on their printed 
menus. While menu boards at covered establishments 
must display calories for each item, they are only 
required to provide detailed sugar content as part of 
additional written nutrition information available 
to customers upon request, according to the FDA.

SB 869 is similar to the legislation implemented 
in New York City. It is the first U.S. city to require 
chain restaurants to place warning symbols on items 
with over 50 grams of added sugar, aiming to curb 
diseases like obesity, diabetes, and heart disease.

“People don’t need perfection handed to 
them—they need honesty and transparency,” 
said Christine Fallabel, director of Government 
Affairs for the American Diabetes Association. 
“Transparency isn’t about restriction, it’s about 
respect. And respect is what turns small, informed 
choices into lasting, healthier lives.” 

While the FDA requires large chain restaurants 
to make some nutrition information available in 
restaurants, there is currently no requirement for 
added sugar to be publicly disclosed for restaurant 
foods, researchers said. 

According to a report by the University of 
California, Davis (UC Davis), researchers discovered 
that warning labels reduced the probability of 
ordering a high-added-sugar item by 2.2%.  
However, only 21% of the consumers exposed to 
the added-sugar warning labels noticed them. 

Sarah Bocter, a student from San 
Francisco’s Galileo Academy of Science and 
Technology who aspires to be a cardiologist, 
was one of the speakers at the news conference. 
 
Bocter, a student volunteer for the American 
Heart Association, said she “hangs out with friends 
who like to order fun drinks and smoothies,” but 
sometimes they are not aware of the beverages’ 
content. She supports Weber-Pierson’s bill.

 
“Clear icons on menus level the playing field so 
everyone has access to the same information,” 
Bocter said. “I would also like to clarify that SB 
869 doesn’t tell anyone what to drink. It’s a simple, 
common-sense step that respects personal choice 
while improving transparency.” 

The proposal would amend the California 
Retail Food Code. Often called “CalCode,” it is 
a comprehensive set of laws within the California 
Health and Safety Code that sets uniform health, 
sanitation, and safety standards for all retail food 
facilities, including restaurants, markets, and food 
vendors.   

Because the SB 869 expands the scope of 
existing crimes within the Retail Food Code, 
failure to display required sugar warnings would be 
punishable and classified as a misdemeanor.

 
Weber Pierson told California Black Media (CBM) 
that local health officials would be responsible for 
enforcing the new duties as part of a state-mandated 
local program. The bill does not apply to “mom and 
pop shops,” she said. 

“We don’t want to place any undue burden 
on those shops,” Weber-Pierson told CBM. “That 
is why we are focusing on ‘large-chain restaurants,’ 
defined as 20 or more restaurants.”

Do You Know How Much Sugar Is in Your Drink? 
Sen. Weber’s Bill Will Require Restaurants to Let You Know
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Alexander Rossi will try to win his third Grand Prix in Long BeachPhoto Credit: Penske Entertainment 
| Chris Owens

By Earl Heath
Contributing Sports Writer

Long Beach will celebrate two influential 
figures in racing and public service this week as 
NTT IndyCar Series driver Alexander Rossi and 
former Mayor Bob Foster are inducted into the 
Long Beach Motorsports Walk of Fame.

The ceremony will take place in front of the 
Long Beach Convention and Entertainment Center 
on South Pine Avenue, adding two more names to 
a landmark that honors individuals who have left a 
lasting impact on the city’s rich motorsports legacy.

Honoring Leadership and Civic Impact
Bob Foster, who served as mayor of Long Beach 

from 2006 to 2014, is being recognized not only for 
his support of motorsports in the city but also for 
his broader civic leadership.

A graduate of San José State University, Foster 
went on to serve as a trustee for the California State 
University system from 1997 to 2006. In 2015, he 
received an honorary Doctor of Human Letters 
degree from his alma mater.

Known for his direct, no-nonsense leadership 
style, Foster built a reputation for fiscal discipline 
and accountability. During his time in office, he 
guided Long Beach through the 2008 financial 
crisis while advancing environmental initiatives and 
improving city operations.

Former Congressman Robert Garcia praised 
Foster’s legacy, noting:

“As mayor of Long Beach for eight years, Bob 
transformed the city into an economic powerhouse, 
led us through the 2008 financial crisis, signed 
historic agreements to clean our air and water, and 

made city government more efficient and responsive 
to residents.”

A Racing Star with Local Ties
Joining Foster is Alexander Rossi, a Southern 

California native and accomplished driver in the 
NTT IndyCar Series.

Rossi, born September 25, 1991, has built an 
international racing résumé that includes competing 
in five Formula One Grands Prix in 2015. He also 
raced in the GP2 Asia Series early in his career, 
where he quickly turned heads with a fourth-place 
finish in his debut race after starting 13th on the 
grid.

Closer to home, Rossi is best known for his 
success on the streets of Long Beach. He is a two-
time winner of the Grand Prix of Long Beach, 
one of the most prestigious races on the IndyCar 
calendar.

His achievements and continued presence 
in the sport make him a fitting addition to the 
Walk of Fame, which celebrates those who have 
helped shape Long Beach’s identity as a premier 
motorsports destination.

Continuing a Storied Tradition
The Long Beach Motorsports Walk of Fame 

stands as a tribute to the drivers, pioneers, and 
leaders who have contributed to the city’s racing 
heritage. With the induction of Foster and Rossi, 
that legacy continues to grow—bridging past 
leadership with present-day excellence on the track.

Attendees are encouraged to park in the 
Pine Avenue garage south of Seaside Way for the 
ceremony.

Rossi, Foster to Be Inducted into Long 
Beach Motorsports Walk of Fame

Shohei Ohtani hit a leadoff home run back-to-back games vs the RANGERS Los Angeles Dodgers pitcher Justin Wrobleski (70) thorws New York Mets center fielder Tyrone Taylor 
(28) out at first in the sixth inning at Dodger StadiumJayne Kamin-Oncea-Imagn Images

By Earl Heath
Contributing Sports Writer

The Los Angeles Dodgers continue to build 
momentum early in the season, taking two of three 
games from the Texas Rangers before opening their 
next series with back-to-back wins over the New 
York Mets.

Walk-Off Drama at Dodger Stadium
The weekend series against Texas delivered 

plenty of fireworks, starting with a dramatic Game 
1 comeback.

The Rangers jumped out to a 3-1 lead in the 
first inning after former Dodger Corey Seager 
blasted a three-run home run off right-hander 
Tyler Glasnow. But Los Angeles responded steadily. 
Max Muncy launched a home run in the fourth, 
Hyeseong Kim added a sacrifice fly in the fifth, and 
Andy Pages delivered a key double in the sixth to 

give the Dodgers a 5-4 edge.
Game 2 proved even more thrilling.
Pages came through again with a two-run 

homer in the eighth inning to put the Dodgers 
ahead 7-4. But the ninth inning unraveled when 
closer Edwin Díaz allowed a leadoff single, followed 
by a two-run homer from Evan Carter that cut 
the lead to one. After recording two outs, Díaz 
surrendered a game-tying single to Ezequiel Durán.

That set the stage for Muncy.
With two outs in the bottom of the ninth and 

already two home runs on the night, Muncy fell 
behind 0-2 before Texas reliever Jacob Latz left a 
slider over the plate. Muncy crushed it 401 feet for 
a walk-off, three-home-run performance, sealing an 
8-7 Dodgers victory.

The Dodgers dropped the series finale, though 
Shohei Ohtani continued to shine, leading off the 

game with a home run—his second consecutive 
game opening with a long ball.

Strong Start Against Struggling Mets
Los Angeles carried that momentum into its 

series against New York.
In Game 1, Justin Wrobleski delivered a 

dominant outing, tossing two-hit ball over a career-
high eight innings in a 4-0 win. He struck out two, 
walked none, and needed just 90 pitches—64 for 
strikes—to keep the Mets’ offense in check.

Andy Pages stayed hot at the plate, launching 
a three-run homer, while Ohtani extended his on-
base streak to 47 games after being hit by a pitch in 
the first inning. The mark ties him with Ron Cey 
for the second-longest on-base streak in Dodgers 
history.

Game 2 featured a tight pitchers’ duel between 
Yoshinobu Yamamoto and rookie Nolan McLean. 

The game remained deadlocked until the eighth 
inning, when the Dodgers pushed across the go-
ahead run en route to a 2-1 victory.

The Mets’ struggles continued, as the loss 
marked their seventh straight. During that stretch, 
New York has been outscored 36-10, dropping to 
7-11 and into last place in the National League East.

Building Early-Season Momentum
With strong pitching performances, timely 

hitting, and standout moments from stars like 
Muncy, Ohtani, and Pages, the Dodgers are showing 
signs of a team finding its rhythm early.

As the season progresses, Los Angeles appears 
poised to remain a force in the National League—
combining power at the plate with consistency on 
the mound.

Dodgers Stay Hot with Series 
Wins Over Rangers, Mets

.BRUINS at the WNBA Draft -courtesy photo-

By Earl Heath
Contributing Sports Writer

Fresh off UCLA’s first national championship, 
a historic group of Bruins is already moving on to 
the next chapter—this time at the professional level.

Six UCLA players were selected in this year’s 
WNBA Draft, setting a new record for the most 
players chosen from a single program in one draft 
class. Even more impressive, five Bruins were taken 
in the first round, surpassing the previous mark of 
four set by UConn in 2002.

A Historic Run for UCLA
Center Lauren Betts led the way, going No. 4 

overall to the Washington Mystics and becoming 
the first Bruin off the board. Betts kept things light 
after her selection.

“I’m not a Mystics fan,” she joked. “But I think 
they did really good with the draft, and they may 
have won overall.”

Gabriela Jaquez followed immediately at No. 5, 
landing with the Chicago Sky. Moments later, Kiki 
Rice made history as the Toronto Tempo’s first-ever 
draft pick, marking a milestone not just for UCLA, 
but for the expansion franchise.

Angela Dugalic became the fourth Bruin 
selected in the top 10, further cementing UCLA’s 
dominance in the draft’s early rounds.

Gianna Kneepkens closed out the first round 
for UCLA, heading to the Connecticut Sun and 
capping off a remarkable opening stretch for the 
program. She’ll be joined there by teammate 
Charisma Osborne—also known as Charlese Leger-
Walker—who was selected No. 18 overall, making 
her the sixth and final Bruin taken.

Kneepkens reflected on the shared experience 
of going through the draft process alongside her 
teammates:

“It’s been incredible. I couldn’t have asked for a 

better situation. To see the work they’ve put in and 
watch them reach this moment—it’s amazing.”

Family, Legacy, and the Next Chapter
For Betts, the night was also about family. 

Surrounded by loved ones, she shared a lighthearted 
message for her younger sister, Sienna, who remains 
at UCLA.

“We don’t even go to the same school anymore, 
so you’re going to have to actually go shopping and 
buy some clothes for yourself—and please stop 
stealing mine,” she said, laughing.

The moment underscored both the personal 
and program-wide pride surrounding UCLA’s 
achievement.

League-Wide Headlines
While UCLA dominated the storyline, the 

top overall pick also drew attention. The Dallas 
Wings, holding the No. 1 selection for the second 
consecutive year, chose to reunite UConn stars 
Paige Bueckers and Azzi Fudd as they aim to return 
to championship contention.

Fudd is expected to earn a record-setting 
$500,000 in her rookie season, following a new 
collective bargaining agreement between the league 
and the WNBPA. The deal raises the WNBA salary 
cap to $7 million in 2026, a significant jump from 
just over $1.5 million last season.

A Defining Moment for the Program
For UCLA, the night was about more than 

draft positions—it was a statement. A national title 
and a record-breaking draft class signal a program 
firing on all cylinders and producing talent ready to 
make an immediate impact at the next level.

As these six Bruins begin their professional 
journeys, they carry with them not just individual 
promise, but the legacy of a team that made history 
together. 

Bruins Make History with 
Record-Setting Night at WNBA Draft
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Patricia Roque (far right) pictured with her family at a Stop Asian Hate rally after her father’s assault 
(far left). (Courtesy of AAPI Equity Alliance)

Aurelle Garner, who received services from The LGBTQ Center Long Beach (Sponsored by AAPI Equity 
Alliance) to aid her transgender children. (Courtesy of AAPI Equity Alliance)

Patricia Roque  (Courtesy of AAPI Equity 
Alliance)

Filipino Migrant Center stands in solidarity against Anti-Asian Violence (Courtesy of AAPI Equity 
Alliance)

By Edward Henderson
California Black Media  

When Aurelle Garner stepped out of 
her car one summer evening and saw 
a group of youths marching down her 
street, her stomach dropped. 

 

What had begun as slurs hurled at her and her 
transgender children at a local park had escalated to 
violent pounding on their front door. Garner said 
that, before that incident, local law enforcement had 
repeatedly minimized her reports of harassment. 

It was not until she contacted the Legal 
Department at The LGBTQ Center Long Beach 
that her family finally found help. 

“I don’t know where we’d be if it weren’t 
for their help,” Garner, who lives in Southern 
California, said. “They didn’t just give legal advice. 
They helped us navigate a system that had otherwise 
dismissed us.” 

That support exists because The LGBTQ 
Center Long Beach does not work in isolation.  

The Center partners with the AAPI Equity 
Alliance under California’s Stop the Hate program, 
a statewide coalition aimed at preventing hate and 
supporting survivors.  

As the Los Angeles County Regional Lead, 
AAPI Equity Alliance works with the Center and 
dozens of other community-based organizations to 
connect people to legal aid, mental health services, 
and support. The programs also work in tandem 
with CA vs Hate, the state’s anti-hate hotline and 
virtual reporting system that connects people across 
California with organizations like the LGBTQ 
Center Long Beach – that provide support services 

Garner’s experience illustrates the kind of harm 
that often falls outside the narrow legal definition of 
a hate crime but still leaves families traumatized and 
unsafe. It also shows how AAPI Equity Alliance’s 
leadership in the Stop the Hate ecosystem translates 
state funding and policy into real, on-the-ground 
support. 

In May 2022, Patricia Roque said she and her 
parents were attacked after a late-night stop at a 
fast-food drive-thru in Southern California. After 
hitting their car, the other driver pulled alongside 
them and mocked them using a racist Asian accent. 
Then, he threatened to kill them. The situation 
escalated when the man returned while the family 
was waiting for police and assaulted Roque’s father, 
fracturing his rib and choking her mother before 
bystanders intervened. 

“The police arrived long after it was over,” 
Roque told California Black Media (CBM). “By 
then, the damage was already done.” 

The following day, Roque’s family was 
connected to the Filipino Migrant Center (FMC), 
a community-based organization that has received 
Stop the Hate funding and works within the broader 
AAPI Equity Alliance network. FMC provided 
immediate support -- helping the family navigate 
legal options, organizing emergency financial 
assistance to cover medical bills and missed work, 
and offering emotional and community care while 
the criminal case unfolded. 

 “But the process is long and complicated. 
When you need help right away, that delay is a huge 
barrier. FMC was there immediately,”Rogue said.  

The criminal case did not result in the 
accountability the family hoped for. But Roque 
said the support she received transformed her 
relationship to her community and to advocacy. 

“Before this, I wasn’t involved in organizing 
at all,” she said. “Through this process, I realized 
my voice mattered. FMC helped turn something 
traumatic into a way to support others and push for 
change.” 

Stories like Garner’s and Roque’s are part of a 
much larger reckoning that began at the onset of 
the COVID-19 pandemic, when Asian Americans 
and Pacific Islanders across the country experienced 
a surge in harassment, discrimination, and violence 
fueled by racist rhetoric. 

In response, AAPI Equity Alliance partnered 
with San Francisco’s Chinese for Affirmative Action 
and the Asian American Studies Department at San 
Francisco State University to launch Stop AAPI Hate 
in March 2020. Since then, the project has collected 
more than 9,000 reports nationwide documenting 
incidents ranging from verbal harassment and 
workplace discrimination to physical assault and 
child bullying. 

“People tend to think about hate only when 
it turns violent,” said Kiran Bhalla of AAPI 
Equity Alliance. “But there are everyday acts of 
discrimination that people endure constantly. 
Without some kind of recourse, that harm just 
keeps going.” 

The data helped spur unprecedented action in 
California. In 2021, the State Legislature passed the 
$165.5 million Asian Pacific Islander Equity Budget, 
signed by Gov. Gavin Newsom. Of that total, $110 
million was dedicated to victim services, education, 
and outreach. In August 2023, California invested 
an additional $40 million to expand California’s 
Stop the Hate program to serve a broader range of 
communities affected by hate and discrimination. 

Today, the program supports roughly 100 
nonprofit organizations statewide. As Los Angeles 
County Regional Lead, AAPI Equity Alliance 
coordinates grantees, facilitates cross-community 
collaboration, and helps ensure services reach those 
most impacted. 

A recently released survey estimated that 
approximately 3.1 million Californians directly 
experienced hate, with Native Hawaiian or Pacific 
Islanders, Black or African Americans, and other 
communities of color, including Asian Americans, 
among those most likely to experience hate.  

Black Californians, however, remain the most 
targeted group when it comes to reported hate 
crimes.  

Nearly 48% of Asian American and Pacific 
Islander adults in California reported experiencing 
a hate incident in 2024, according to Stop AAPI 
Hate research. Most incidents were not criminal, 
leaving survivors with little recourse through the 
legal system. 

That gap is precisely where AAPI Equity 
Alliance and its partners focus their work. The 
Stop the Hate framework prioritizes non-carceral 
responses, recognizing that policing alone often fails 
survivors and can further harm Black, brown, and 
immigrant communities. 

Instead, the work centers on data and research, 
policy advocacy, community care, and public 
education. Through school-based programs, legal 
advocacy, emergency assistance, and survivor-
centered services, the network aims to interrupt 
cycles of harm before they escalate. 

For survivors like Garner and Roque, that 
support has made the difference between enduring 
trauma in silence and finding a path toward healing 
and collective power. 

“When people experience hate, there’s often a 
profound sense of isolation,” Bhalla said. “This work 
helps people get back to school, back to work, back 
to their lives. It reminds them they’re not alone.” 
Get Support After Hate:

California vs Hate is a non-emergency, 
multilingual hotline and online portal offering 
confidential support for hate crimes and incidents. 
Victims and witnesses can get help anonymously 
by calling 833-8-NO-HATE (833-866-4283), 
Monday to Friday, 9 a.m.–6 p.m. PT, or online at 
any time. Anonymous. Confidential. No Police. No 
ICE.

This story was produced in partnership with 
CA vs Hate. Join them for the first-ever CA Civil 
Rights Summit on May 11, 2026. More information 
at www.cavshate.org/summit

Building Bridges of Support: 
How AAPI Equity Alliance Is Strengthening California’s Anti-Hate Network 


