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Life didn’t start easy for 
Giovan Bazan, who 

moved to Benton Harbor 
in the summer of 2014.

His birth mother, who 
was from Mexico, aban-
doned him at 11 months in 
California. He said he was 
placed into the foster care 
system and moved from 
home to home until at the 
age 3, he was fostered by 
Momma Karen, who 
moved him to Georgia.

“It was phenomenal,” said 
Bazan, 25. “It was the true 
essence of how a mother 
should love a child, how a 
child should love a mother.”

But it didn’t last. Shortly 
after his 6th birthday, he 
said Momma Karen died 
from cancer, leaving him 
with her partner, who was 
resentful and abusive.

Bazan’s journey to be-
coming a nationally recog-
nized motivational speaker 
and youth advocate was 
fi lled with lots of twists and 
turns.

“I know personally what 
it’s like to have a lot of bad 
things happen to you,” he 
said. “And I know person-
ally what it’s like to have a 
mindset where you believe 
that you deserve for these 
bad things to happen to 
you. That it’s just the way it 
is. And it’s not the way it is, 
and we can change that.”

He said his passion is to 
help foster teens fi nd their 
futures and provide a net-
work of support to help 
them achieve them.

He sat down with Staff  
Writer Louise Wrege.

What happened after 
Momma Karen died?

I already had a lot of sep-
aration issues from my ear-
lier childhood experiences. 

After she passed away, I be-
came distracted in school. 
My grades dropped. A psy-
chologist put me on differ-
ent medications.

As with 52 percent of 
children in the American 
foster care system, I was 
prescribed psychotropic 
medications, compared to 
the 14 percent of the Amer-
ican youth population. 
That’s three times the na-
tional average for regular 
youth.

A lot of the medications 
had adverse side effects, 
which caused my behaviors 
to fl uctuate. What people 
were observing as my be-
havior was actually a result 
of the medication.

Now that I’m an adult 
and I’ve done research on 
this, I see that medications 
that have not been ap-
proved on children and ad-
olescents are being pre-
scribed to kids. 

How was life in your fos-
ter home?

It was a very strained re-
lationship. She was stuck 
with a child she had never 
intended on keeping who 
all of the sudden had reoc-
curring trauma she had to 
deal with. The situation got 
abusive. I incurred a lot of 
physical abuse. A lot of 
emotional abuse. And from 
my foster brother, sexual 
abuse.

Then what happened?
When I was 10 or 12, I 

started running away from 
home. When I started run-
ning away from home, I was 
put on juvenile probation. 
Then, I was put in juvenile 
detention. Which was ludi-
crous because I was run-
ning away from an abusive 
foster home, and I was the 
one who went to jail.

Did you tell people you 
were being abused?

I did, but it was my word 
against theirs.

I was sent to outdoor 
boot camps. The programs 

were effective for me be-
cause I wanted to be better. 
I would learn a whole new 
set of life skills, and then I’d 
get back into the home set-
ting and I would put forth 
everything I could to do 
better, but my foster parents 
never changed. My foster 
brother never changed. 

There was a time when I 
tried to commit suicide. I 
had been telling people 
what had been going on, 
but no one believed me. I 
took an overdose of pills. I 
thought I would go to sleep 
and never wake up. They 
took me to the emergency 
room. The (nurse) said I 
was lucky to be alive.

After that, it was just the 
same cycle. When I was 14 
years old, I ran away again. 
Because I had been incar-
cerated so much as a juve-
nile, I ended up having to 
do a year and a month in 
juvie. The thing about in-
carcerating young people is 
that it’s so unconducive to 
their well-being.

How did you get out of 
this cycle?

I did my sentence. My 
case worker told me on the 
day I was to get out that my 
foster parents didn’t want 
to take me back. I said, 
“Good, because I don’t 
want to go back to that 
home.”

This guy calls me and 
says he has a group home 
for boys like yourself. He 
said, “I’ve read your fi le, 
but those are just words on 
paper. That’s not the true 
essence of who you are. Tell 
me about yourself.”

We talked for a good 15 
minutes. 

He said, “If someone of-
fered you a second chance, 
but pushed you harder than 
you’ve ever been pushed 
before, who taught you how 
to be a man, would you ac-
cept it?”

For me, I’d never had a 
male fi gure in my life. So, 

of course, I said, “Yeah, 
just get me out of here.”

He was the father fi gure 
that I never had. He took 
me to sports games. He 
took me out to eat. I never 
had an adult, outside of 
Mamma Karen, who just 
wanted to spend time with 
me.

Fast forward to when I 
turned 18. I had been on a 
cocktail of medications for 
most of my life. It was easi-
er to control me than it was 
to heal the trauma. 

So you took yourself off 
the medications?

Yes. At the end of the 
day, I want to be responsi-
ble for my success or my 
failures. I had to retrain 
myself how to live with my 
own personal emotions. 

I was able to stay in the 
group home until I was 20, 
which was a blessing.

How did you become a 
motivational speaker?

I was asked by a nonprof-
it to share story at a work-
shop. I didn’t want to go at 
fi rst. I thought, “Here we 
go. We’re going to get in 
front of a bunch of people 
who are just going to be 
just pretending to care and 
then they’re going to send 
us on our way.”

So I went in there and 
they asked me to tell them 
my story, and I said, 
“Why?”

They said, “Because your 
story’s important. You mat-

ter. What you’ve been 
through could save some-
one’s life.” And I haven’t 
stopped talking since then.

From that day on, I’ve 
been writing my story and 
the stories of other young 
people who have been in 
the foster care system.

What did you do with the 
nonprofi t?

I became involved in 
overhauling the Juvenile 
Code in Georgia. When I 
found out that they were 
doing this complete over-
haul of this large piece of 
legislation, I felt we need to 
be a part of this because 
this reform is about young 
people, but where is the 
young people’s input into 
this? Because here are a 
bunch of legislators who 
are 60 to 70 years old who 
have never walked in the 
shoes of a foster child. 
They’re trying to better a 
system they know nothing 
about.

So, here I am, 19, with a 
shaved head, slits in my 
eyebrows, tattoos on my 
hands, at the Georgia Gen-
eral Assembly testifying on 
pieces of legislation, advo-
cating for young people 
who have gone through the 
same circumstances as I 
and sharing it in a way so 
that they can understand.

I said, “Instead of send-
ing them to jail, support 
them with resources so they 
can be successful.”

Fostering growth
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Time Capsule: Margaret Mead

Famed anthropologist Margaret Mead addresses reporters April 23, 1972, at Lake Michi-
gan College before speaking to an audience of 700. Mead, a feminist, argued for legal-
ized abortion in the speech sponsored by Planned Parenthood of Southwest Michigan. 
Herald-Palladium files indicate she was a frequent visitor to Southwest Michigan and 
had relatives in St. Joseph’s prominent Upton family. She addressed the Economic Club 
of Southwestern Michigan three times, the last time in 1968. She died in 1978.

Time Capsule, which runs every Monday, takes a look back through the HP photo archives. If 
you would like to share a nostalgic comment about this photo, please join the discussion on 
our Facebook page: facebook.com/HeraldPalladium.

Don Campbell / HP staff  

Youth mentor Giovan Bazan, 25, is photographed Wednesday in 
Benton Harbor. He says he uses his experiences growing up in 
the foster care system and in juvenile detention to help other 
young people realize there is hope.

BH man becomes 
activist after 
life in foster care

ST. JOSEPH — Applica-
tions for the fall 2015 Ber-
rien Community Founda-
tion grant cycle are 
available online at www.
berriencommunity.org., the 
foundation announced. 
Application deadline is 
Aug. 27.

The foundation makes 
grants of  up to $10,000 to 
nonprofi t organizations 
serving Berrien County 
residents. It will consider 
grants in the areas of  arts 
and humanities, communi-
ty development, environ-
mental and animal protec-
tion, healthful living, 
nurturing children, quality 
education, senior empow-
erment, and youth leader-
ship and development.

Celebrating its 62nd year, 
the Berrien Community 
Foundation was founded 
by William Vawter and 
other local leaders. Its mis-
sion is to enhance the qual-
ity of  life in Berrien County 
and build a spirit of  com-
munity through building 
mainly endowments, pro-
viding donor services and 
grants, and serving as a fa-
cilitative community leader 
in Berrien County.

Foundation 
accepting 
grant apps 
from area 
nonprofit 
groups

LANSING (AP) — 
Michigan residents and 
businesses will increase their 
power demand while paying 
lower prices this summer 
and fall, according to a new 
state report.

The electricity market 
likely will increase the 
amount of natural gas-fu-

eled generation compared 
to other fuels as a result of 
better prices, the Michigan 
Public Service Commission 
said Friday in its summer 
energy appraisal. The report 
said residential and com-
mercial customers should 
see lower heating and cool-
ing bills as well as cheaper 

prices at the gas pump.
“The demand for energy 

in Michigan is projected to 
increase across all sectors in 
2015, assuming a return to 
normal summer weather 
and refl ecting continued 
price advantages in the nat-
ural gas and petroleum mar-
kets,” the report said. 

The projected 2015 sales 
increase is 1.4 percent for 
electricity, the report said.

“Given the anticipated 
demand and reserve mar-
gins within the region, there 
should be an adequate sup-
ply of electricity over the 
summer and for the remain-
der of the year,” it said.

Michigan projects higher demand and lower prices for energy 

By DAVID N. GOODMAN
Associated Press

DETROIT — A wall of 
silence surrounds a shoot-
out at a block party in De-
troit that left a 19-year-old 
gunman dead and 11 other 
people wounded, police 
Chief James Craig said 
Sunday from the site where 
about 300 people had bar-
becued and celebrated 
hours earlier.

Standing on basketball 
courts where the shooting 
happened about 8:30 p.m. 
Saturday, Chief James 
Craig said offi cers are seek-
ing two men believed to 
have exchanged gunfi re 
with the victim, Malik 
Jones. So far, he said, wit-
nesses and the injured 
haven’t been much help.

“This is a passionate plea 
for the neighborhood to say 
something and step up,” 
Craig said, standing a few 
feet from a small child’s 
chair and a table. “These 
are urban terrorists ... We 
are fortunate we don’t have 
any young children recover-
ing from a gunshot 
wound.”

Residents have been re-
luctant to cooperate with 
police, the chief acknowl-
edged, with witnesses ap-
parently concerned that 
they may put themselves at 
risk.

“I understand the fear ... 
but are we going to let these 
urban terrorists take over 
our city?” Craig asked. 
“This must end. We are 
fi ghting hard ... but we can-
not do it alone.”

He said offi cers were fan-
ning out around the west 
side neighborhood Sunday.

“Speak up. Say some-
thing. Your silence is not 
acceptable,” Craig said. 
“Somebody is going to 
talk.”  

Four women and seven 
men were injured, the old-
est of them 47. All were ei-
ther in stable condition at 
hospitals or back home on 
Sunday, Craig said.

According to the chief, 
the 19-year-old had been 
shot and wounded recently 
and Saturday’s exchange of 
gunfi re was believed to be 
in retaliation.

Few clues 
in party 
shooting 
that 
killed 1, 
hurt 11
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BENTON HARBOR — 
ALPACT (Advocates and 
Leaders for Police and 
Community Trust) will 
meet at 11 a.m. Tuesday at 
the Boys and Girls Club of 
Benton Harbor, 600 Nate 
Wells Sr. Drive.

A business meeting will 
be until noon, followed by a 
discussion on issues pro-
moting police and commu-
nity trust. The public is in-
vited.

For more information or 
to RSVP, call 325-1785.

ALPACT 
meets Tuesday 
at Boys and 
Girls Club

Dr. Robert Reed Jr OD recently 

spoke at the 2015 Optometric 

Association of Louisiana state 

conference held in Baton Rouge, 

Louisiana.  Over 300 doctors, 

office staff, and opticians attended 

the three-day event. Dr. Reed 

presented six hours of classes 

to over 130 Paraoptometric 

professionals. His topics included 

“Corneal Topography”, “Frame 

Inventory Management”, “Eyewear 

Shows”, “Digital World Vision 

Risks”, “Contact Lenses”, and 

“Headache Classes, Causes, & 

Treatments.”  Dr. Reed has been on 

the national lecture circuit for over 

20 years and has had numerous 

articles published in the leading 

Optometric journals. He practices 

Optometry with his associate Dr 

Carrie Campbell OD at All Eyes. 

All Eyes is celebrating 35 years in 

the St Joseph area. Dr. Reed’s All 

Eyes has won the Herald Palladium 

Readers Choice award 7 years and 

is located in south St Joseph. 

Dr. Reed’s All Eyes
2047 Niles Rd., St. Joseph 

983-3200


