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NC Council for Women Quarterly Meeting Minutes
December 12, 10:00 am until 2:00 p.m.
Location: Albemarle Bldg, 325 N. Salisbury St., Raleigh and by MS Teams


Members Present: Annette Taylor, Chair, Lyric Thompson, Vice-Chair, Maggie Barlow, Candance Gingles, Dr. Michelle Meggs, Dr. Patricia Parker, Tara Romano, Candance Gingles, Adrienne Spinner, Fontella McKyer, the Honorable Robin Robinson, Pamela Young-Jacobs and Dawn Rookey 

Members Absent: Erin Hill Hart, Alison Kiser, Katherine Woodbury, Chavi Koneru, Elizabeth Outten, and Carrie Stewart were unable to attend.

Council for Women & Youth Involvement Staff Present: Charnessa Ridley, Ikhlas Mohammed, Eugena Harrington, Sarah Michael McNeese, Charmyka Marrow, Stephanie Judith Batista, Jessica Benson, Jennifer Boedicker, K. Lenore Brown, Lori Gerber, Lisa McLaughlin, and Angela Winston.

Guests Present: DOA Secretary Gabe Esparza and DOA Deputy Secretary Noelle Talley was present, and DOA Policy Coordinator Jordan Etters, DOA Communications Director Julia Hegele, Dr. Elena Ashburn; Office of the Governor
_______________________________________________________________________________________

The meeting was called to order by Chair Taylor at 10:05 a.m. 

Welcome: Chair Taylor welcomed members and participants and provided the State Government Ethics Act reminder. Members were asked to disclose any conflicts of interest. No conflicts were reported.

Approval of Minutes: Following establishment of a quorum, a motion was made by Maggie Barlow to approve the minutes of September 5, 2025, quarterly meeting. The motion was seconded by Dr. Michelle Meggs. The motion passed unanimously.

Greetings and Department of Administration Update: Secretary Gabe Esparza addressed the Council and provided updates regarding Department of Administration initiatives, statewide operations, and current policy and fiscal conditions affecting North Carolina. He highlighted major operational accomplishments, including the anticipated federal recognition of the Lumbee Tribe, continued support for Historically Underutilized Businesses (HUB), and his ongoing statewide visits to organizations serving victims of domestic violence and sexual assault.

Secretary Esparza also discussed the broader policy and operational environment affecting state government, including federal funding changes impacting social programs, current legislative dynamics, and the absence of an enacted state budget.

He provided several additional departmental updates, including:
· Completion of the new Department of Health and Human Services (DHHS) building
· Transition to unreserved parking across state government facilities
· Mail Services Center interventions that prevented delays in tax refund distribution
· Implementation of a homeschool chatbot and digitized driver eligibility certification through the Department of Nonpublic Education
· Continued operation of the HUB Office despite funding threats. 

Secretary Esparza outlined opportunities for Council engagement in 2026, including expanded research and public education initiatives, planning for future statewide convenings, policy engagement, and continued support for council initiatives. 

 Chair Report and Reflections: Chair Taylor reported on recent Council engagement and visibility activities. She noted that the News & Observer opinion piece referencing the Council’s Status of Women economic report had been published and indicated that she would circulate the article to members. She also highlighted the Governor’s proclamation recognizing Women’s Entrepreneurship Day in November, noting that the proclamation incorporated references to the Council’s report and broader work supporting women’s economic advancement. She encouraged members to follow Department of Administration communications, including social media channels, to stay informed about related announcements and activities.

Chair Taylor shared that she recently participated in a domestic violence awareness panel alongside other stakeholders working in the field and reflected on the continued importance of maintaining public attention on domestic violence issues.

She also discussed upcoming engagement opportunities, including a speaking appearance at a New Hanover Women’s Commission event in March. She noted that additional regional outreach opportunities could be considered, including potential policy conversations or engagement events in communities such as Wilmington or Rocky Mount, particularly as the Council considers how best to utilize remaining outreach funding within the fiscal year.

Chair Taylor emphasized the importance of moving beyond reports and convenings to focus on how the Council can translate its work into meaningful action. She encouraged continued efforts to expand public engagement, strengthen partnerships across the state, and ensure that the Council’s research and policy work are actively shared and applied.

Division for Women and Youth Report: Director Ridley provided an operational update on Division activities and internal transitions. She reported that the Division recently relocated to a different floor within the Albemarle Building and acknowledged staff for managing the move while maintaining ongoing operations.
Director Ridley announced the retirement of Deborah Torres and shared that additional information regarding a retirement celebration would be forthcoming.

She provided an update on the State Internship Program, noting that the application cycle had recently opened and had already generated significant early interest from applicants. She explained that the Division coordinates the statewide internship program, including recruitment and placement of interns across state agencies.

Director Ridley also provided staffing updates, noting ongoing recruitment efforts for several vacant positions, including the Deputy Director role and additional program and administrative positions. She reported that interviews for the Deputy Director position had concluded and that an announcement would be forthcoming.
Division staff present introduced themselves and briefly described their roles, including responsibilities related to state grant administration, regional program oversight, fiscal operations, and human trafficking initiatives.
Council members expressed appreciation for Division staff and their continued work supporting programs and services across North Carolina.


Strategic 2026 Outlook
Chair Taylor and Vice-Chair Thompson facilitated a discussion regarding the Council’s strategic direction and priorities for 2026. The conversation focused on ensuring continued momentum following the release of the Status of Women economic report and identifying opportunities to translate the report’s findings into meaningful engagement and action.
Vice-Chair Thompson shared highlights from recent leadership discussions with Secretary Esparza, noting his encouragement for the Council to continue advancing its work and to remain proactive in developing initiatives aligned with broader state priorities.
Council leadership also previewed anticipated areas of focus for 2026, including strengthening partnerships with state leadership, expanding public engagement, and leveraging upcoming opportunities to elevate the Council’s work. Members discussed the importance of aligning outreach, policy engagement, and future initiatives in a coordinated and strategic manner.

Outreach and Partnership Discussion 
The Council engaged in a substantive discussion regarding outreach and partnership opportunities across the state. Members emphasized the importance of expanding awareness of the Council’s work and ensuring that the findings and recommendations from the Status of Women report are shared broadly with communities, stakeholders, and decision-makers.

Members discussed the need to utilize remaining outreach resources strategically before the close of the fiscal year and explored opportunities for regional engagement beyond Raleigh. The Council considered the value of hosting policy-focused conversations or convenings in different parts of the state, particularly in communities where partnerships could support broader participation and dialogue.

The discussion highlighted the importance of working with local organizations, community leaders, and existing networks to support engagement efforts. Members noted that partnerships could help ensure outreach activities are accessible, responsive to local needs, and grounded in community experience.
Council members also emphasized the importance of intentional communication and follow-through. Outreach was discussed not only as a mechanism for sharing information, but also as an opportunity to listen, build relationships, and strengthen connections that could support future policy work and initiatives.

As part of the discussion, members expressed interest in exploring regionally based engagement strategies, identifying opportunities to collaborate with local partners, and ensuring that outreach activities are aligned with the Council’s broader strategic priorities. Members also noted the importance of coordinating outreach efforts with upcoming initiatives and timelines to maximize impact.

Working Lunch-Education and Advocacy Discussion
During the working lunch, the Council engaged in a policy-focused discussion addressing issues affecting women and families across North Carolina. Members discussed several areas of ongoing concern, including childcare access and affordability, women’s health, rural service availability, and mental health needs affecting women and youth.
The conversation emphasized the interconnected nature of these issues and their impact on women’s economic opportunity, family stability, and overall well-being. Members reflected on the importance of maintaining awareness of emerging policy developments and identifying areas where the Council’s education and advocacy work can help inform public dialogue and decision-making.

Council members discussed the value of continuing to elevate data-informed perspectives and ensuring that policy discussions are grounded in research and lived experience. Members also emphasized the importance of identifying opportunities to support constructive policy conversations and to engage stakeholders across sectors.

As part of the discussion, members expressed interest in continuing to monitor key policy areas, identifying opportunities for public education, and aligning advocacy-related efforts with the Council’s strategic priorities. Members also noted the importance of collaboration and information-sharing to support effective engagement moving forward.

Guest Speaker: Office of the Governor Dr. Elena Ashburn, Ed.D., Senior Advisor for Education Policy
Dr. Elena Ashburn, Senior Advisor for Education Policy in the Office of the Governor, addressed the Council and provided an overview of the structure and scope of the Governor’s policy team, with particular emphasis on her role leading the education portfolio.

Dr. Ashburn explained that the Governor’s policy office is organized by subject-matter portfolios, with designated advisors responsible for major areas of statewide focus. She noted that she serves as the education policy lead and described how her work is coordinated alongside other policy areas, including families and healthcare, public safety, economic development, climate and energy, and transportation. She emphasized that the policy team operates collaboratively and works closely with state agencies and partners to align initiatives and advance the Governor’s priorities.

In discussing education specifically, Dr. Ashburn framed education policy within this broader cross-agency coordination model. She described the role of the policy office in supporting implementation efforts, facilitating communication across departments, and ensuring alignment between education initiatives and the Governor’s broader strategic agenda.

Dr. Ashburn also highlighted the interdisciplinary nature of the policy team’s work and the importance of maintaining strong working relationships between advisory bodies, agencies, and the Governor’s office.

Closing Comments
Chair Taylor thanked Council members, Division staff, and Dr. Ashburn for their participation and engagement throughout the meeting. She expressed appreciation for the continued collaboration and commitment to advancing the Council’s work and priorities. Chair Taylor encouraged members to remain engaged as the Council moves forward with its strategic and outreach efforts and noted the importance of continued coordination in preparation for upcoming initiatives

Adjournment
The meeting adjourned at 2:00 pm.
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