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5th Annual Trans 
Empowerment 
Workshop Oct. 19
BY BTL STAFF

Over a million people across the United States 
identify as transgender, but few have the 
resources and community support that they 

need to safely transition let alone deal with the 
discrimination that often follows a gender-diverse 
identity. Often, that unchecked discrimination can 
contribute to mental health struggles like anxiety 
and depression. Stand With Trans is a Michigan-
based nonprofit organization that dedicates itself 
to providing support services to transgender youth 
and their parents. This year, it’s working to help 
the local transgender community with the fifth 
annual Trans Empowerment Workshop to be held 
on Saturday, Oct. 19, at the Orchard Lake United 
Methodists Church. Roz Keith, the organization’s 
founder, said that attendees can expect a brand-new 
lineup this year.

“We have new speakers, new topics. For example, 
for the little kids we have Drag Queen Storytime 
and we have a couple of people of coming with 
their therapy dogs and they’ll be able to hear about 
what they do and what the dogs do when they go 
to the hospital and they’ll get to pet the dogs. And 
we have two surgeons coming who perform gender 
confirmation surgery and know they’ll be on a panel 
with parents Dr. Laura Rodriguez from Henry Ford 
Health Systems and Dr. Edwin Wilkins from the 
University of Michigan,” she said. “John Austin 
who is the former of the Michigan Department 
of Education will speak to parents about rights 
in schools. And we will host a session on How to 
implement a non-discrimination ordinance in your 
town. And we have Mary Jo Schnell, who is the 
executive director of the Out Center in Benton 
Harbor, and Laura Ann Goos, who is the mayor pro 
tem in St. Joseph, Michigan, speaking.”

Studies have shown that simply having services 
like these can drastically improve the mental 
health of young transgender people who may be 
experiencing mental health struggles.

“Over half of transgender youth have attempted 
or seriously contemplated suicide,” said the event’s 
press release. “A major cause for this alarming rate is 
a lack of support from family and community. When 
a transgender child feels like they have support, the 
suicide attempt rate drops to less than 5 percent. 
LGBTQ+ kids who have at least one supportive adult 
in their lives are 40 percent less likely to attempt 
suicide than those who have no supportive adults. 
One person can mean the difference between life 
and death for an LGBTQ+ child.”

The church is located at 30450 Farmington Road in 
Farmington Hills. Advance registration is required 
and a light breakfast, lunch and snacks will be 
provided. For more information reach out to keith 
at roz@standwithtrans.org or register here: https://
bit.ly/2Mbj3Yy.

David Balas, Benefactor and Early Out Elected Official, Dies at 67
BY TIM RETZLOFF

In eulogizing David Balas, Rabbi Michael 
Schadick noted that Jewish sages teach that 
those who pass away during the High Holy 

Days “are particularly special to God.”
David Lloyd Balas, arts supporter, benefactor 

and three-term, openly-gay member of the East 
Lansing City Council, died Oct. 1 with his husband 
Jim Sellman at his side in the home they shared in 
Saugatuck.  Balas was 67 and his passing followed 
a lengthy battle with cancer.

“David Balas passed away on Monday evening, 
which was Rosh Hashanah, which was the first 
day of our New Year,” Rabbi Schadick noted at a 
funeral for Balas held on Oct. 3 at Temple Emanuel 
in Grand Rapids. “Could there ever have been a 
doubt in our minds that this would be the season 
of the year in which he would pass away?”

Balas was particularly special within Michigan’s LGBTQ 
community as well. From 1983 to 1995, Balas served on the East 
Lansing City Council. At a time when few officeholders were openly 
gay, Balas made no secret of his sexuality.

Among his achievements on the council were sponsoring the 
state’s first ordinance that banned smoking in restaurants and 
authoring a requirement that owners take a safety course before 
being granted a handgun permit.

“I will always remember David and his smile,” said Bob Egan, who 
knew Balas since the 1980s, in part through involvement with the 
Capital Men’s Club, a social organization for Lansing-area gay men. 
Egan, who later served as president of the Michigan Organization 
for Human Rights and co-chair of a ballot fight to defend Lansing’s 
human rights ordinance, recalled that Balas was “always supportive” 
of local gay and lesbian efforts.

Balas was born in Mt. Clemens on Jan. 16, 1952, and graduated 
from University Liggett High School in 1970. He received his 
bachelor’s degree from Miami University in Ohio in 1974 and earned 
his J.D. at the University of Toledo Law School in 1977.

Following a short stint working for 
the Washtenaw County Prosecutor, Balas 
joined the Michigan Attorney General’s 
Office in 1979, and enjoyed a long career 
as an Assistant Attorney General providing 
counsel in such areas as transportation, 
aeronautics and retirement.

Balas and Sellman met in East Lansing in 
1982 and were together for 37 years. When 
Balas retired in 2003, the couple relocated 
from Lansing to Saugatuck, settling into a 
house they built there in 1995.

Their years in Saugatuck were filled with 
cultural riches, and they gave back to their 
community. Balas served on the Saugatuck 
Historic District Commission and on the 
boards of the Mason Street Warehouse 

equity theatre and Ox-Bow School of Art 
& Artists’ Residency.

As a couple, they contributed generously to arts and LGBTQ 
causes, providing financial support to West Shore Aware and 
establishing the Balas-Sellman Family Fund through the Allegan 
County Community Foundation.

The two were united in marriage on July 13, 2015, just weeks after 
the U.S. Supreme Court ruled same-sex marriage legal in all 50 states.

“David wanted to wait until the state in which he lived recognized 
his union,” Schadick said in his eulogy.

In addition to Sellman, Balas was survived by his twin brother 
Philip, his sister Leslie, a niece and two nephews.

“I think David Balas understood how precious each of his days 
were,” Schadick said. “While he was with us he chose to do what 
many of us find too difficult or time-consuming, and that is to 
bring people together and shower his love and affection on them.”

A Celebration of Bigger than Life will be held for Balas on Oct. 
25, 2019, at the Saugatuck Center for the Arts on Culver Street in 
Saugatuck, at a time to be determined.

Ferndale City Council Bans Conversion Therapy
BY JASON A. MICHAEL

The Ferndale City Council voted unanimously Monday night 
to ban conversion therapy. The legislation was proposed by 
Councilwoman Julia Music, the director of Ferndale Pride, 

who was voted last month to a three-month term to fill a vacancy 
on the council.

“It’s essential for LGBTQAI people to have access to proper mental 
health care, and for those who are impacted by conversion therapy 
to access care that can start to undo the harm conversion tactics 
inflict,” Music said in a statement. “Council bringing up a ban on 
this therapy continues our mission of building safe and inclusive 
space to all people.”

The ban will go into effect as soon as the ordinance is officially 
published. Violations of the ban will be considered misdemeanors 
and will be punishable by a $500 fine and up to 93 days in jail. 
Ferndale is the second Michigan city to enact such a ban. Huntington 
Woods became the first in June.

Democratic State Rep. Yousef Rabhi of Ann Arbor and State Sen. 
Mallory McMorrow of Royal Oak have introduced legislation that 
would ban conversion therapy for LGBTQ youth. But both chambers 
are currently controlled by Republicans who oppose such a ban.

Conversion therapy, sometimes called reparative therapy, has long 
been debunked and deemed harmful by the medical community 
at large. Nationally, 17 states and the District of Columbia ban 
conversion therapy.

Music said that the idea for the ban was presented to her by a 
constituent.

“He stated that he thought it was time for our city to take a stance 
against this harmful practice and join Huntington Woods in banning 
this therapy,” Music told Between The Lines after the meeting. “I’m 
very thankful to Councilman Dennis Whittie who pointed out that 
we could make the ordinance more stringent by changing some 
wording. Dennis’ contribution has given us the voice to make the 
most strict enforcement possible.”

Though her term may be short, Music said she is determined to 
make the most of it.

“There are several things I hope to get done during my time on 
council,” she said. “A lot of the council year is already set in motion 
so I want to make sure that my voice is brought to the table on those 
issues. Blight has been something that I have been working against 
for years and hope to be able to move more stringent enforcement 
ahead while on council.”
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