
Tyra Banks, model, mogul and media maven, speaks at Bay Path University’s 25th Women’s Leadership Conference  
at the MassMutual Center yesterday. Below, Patrice Banks, founder of Girls Auto Clinic, speaks at the event. See 
more photos at MassLive.com. (HOANG ‘LEON’ NGUYEN / THE REPUBLICAN)
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Will Smith, who slapped comedian Chris Rock at the Oscars, said he was 
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By PAUL WISEMAN
Associated Press

America’s  employers  extended  a  streak  of 
robust  hiring  in  March,  adding  431,000  jobs  in  a 
sign  of  the  economy’s  resilience  in  the  face  of  a 
still-destructive  pandemic,  Russia’s  war  against 
Ukraine  and  the  highest  inflation  in  40  years.

The  government’s  report  yesterday  showed 

that  last  month’s  job  growth  helped  shrink  the 
unemployment  rate  to  3.6%.  That’s  the  lowest 
rate  since  the  pandemic  erupted  two  years  ago 
and  just  above  the  half-century  low  of  3.5%  that 
was  reached  two  years  ago.

Despite  the  inflation  surge,  persistent  supply 
bottlenecks,  damage  from  COVID-19  and  now 
a  war  in  Europe,  employers  have  added  at  least 

400,000  jobs  for  11  straight  months.  In  its  re-
port,  the  government  also  sharply  revised  up  its 
estimate  of  hiring  in  January  and  February  by  a 
combined  95,000  jobs.

The  job  growth  in  March,  though  solid,  was  the 
lowest  since  September  and  slightly  below  what 
economists  had  expected.  Still,  Vincent  Rein-

WASHINGTON

Job  growth  points  to  economic  health

SPRINGFIELD

Schools  ending 
mask  mandates

Wearing  masks  to  prevent 
the  spread  of  COVID-19  will  be 
optional  in  Springfield  Public 
Schools  beginning  Monday.

Meanwhile,  Holyoke  Com-
munity  College  plans  to  go 
mask-optional  next  month.

The  two  institutions  are  the 
latest  to  relax  mask  require-
ments  as  the  coronavirus  pan-
demic  appears  to  be  petering 
out.  Full  story,  Page  A2

WASHINGTON

Senate  likely  to 
kill  buzz  on  pot 
decriminalization

Marijuana  would  be  decrimi-
nalized  at  the  federal  level  under 
legislation  the  House  approved 
yesterday  as  Democrats  made 
the  case  for  allowing  states  to  set 
their  own  policies  on  pot. 

The  bill  is  unlikely  to  become 
law  since  it  is  expected  to  die  in 
the  Senate.  That  would  mirror 
what  happened  when  a  similar 
House-passed  measure  removing 
marijuana  from  the  list  of  feder-
ally  controlled  substances  went 
nowhere  in  the  Senate  two  years 
ago.  Full  story,  Page  A5

DETROIT

US  ups  standard 
for  gas  mileage 

New  vehicles  sold  in  the  U.S. 
will  have  to  average  at  least  40 
miles  per  gallon  of  gasoline 
in  2026,  up  from  about  28 
mpg,  under  new  federal  rules 
unveiled  yesterday  that  undo  a 
rollback  of  standards  enact-
ed  under  President  Donald 
Trump.

The  National  Highway  Traf-
fic  Safety  Administration  said 
its  new  fuel  economy  require-
ments  are  the  strongest  to  date 
and  the  maximum  the  industry 
can  achieve  over  the  time  peri-
od.  Full  story  Page  A2

Women’s Leadership Conference returns after pandemic hiatus

SPRINGFIELD

Model, 
mechanic 
inspire

“They are always empowering and always leave you 
with a sense to do more and connect more.”
YVETTE FRISBY, SENIOR VICE PRESIDENT, URBAN LEAGUE

Free rides urged 
as PVTA, mayor  
pump brakes
By Patrick Johnson  
pjohnson@repub.com

The  PVTA  bus  pulls  out 
of  the  Eastfield  Mall  at 
8:10  a.m.,  and  there  is  an 
expectant  air  similar  to 
just  setting  out  on  a  high 
school  field  trip.

“Wooo!”  the  passengers 
exclaim  as  they  shift  in 
their  seats  when  the  bus 
banks  a  left-hand  turn  out 
of  the  parking  lot.

There  are  six  passengers 
on  the  bus.  Five  are  city 
councilors.  The  sixth  is  a 
woman  somewhat  taken 
aback  at  finding  herself 
surrounded  by  city  coun-
cilors.

They  ask  her  how  often 
she  rides  the  bus,  for 
how  long,  and  how  much 
it  costs,  and  she  slides 
further  and  further  into 
her  seat.  Asked  how  she 
would  feel  if  the  bus  were 
free,  she  replies  that  it 
would  be  great.

“It  would  help  a  lot,” 
said  the  woman,  who  did 
not  wish  to  be  identified 
or  photographed.  Coming 
up  with  the  fare  each  day 
is  hard,  she  said.

For  the  councilors,  Justin 
Hurst,  Tracye  Whitfield, 
Zaida  Govan,  Kateri  Walsh 
and  Victor  Davila,  the  ride 
on  the  bus  first  thing  in  the 
morning  from  the  mall  to 
Court  Square  was  not  a 
field  trip.  Rather,  it  was

SPRINGFIELD

Bus 
fair

“It was great to 
get out and meet 
people. When 
you talk to real 
people you get a 
sense of what is 
going on.”
City Councilor 
Kateri Walsh
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By Jeanette DeForge 
jdeforge@repub.com

A s  the  first  African  American  model  to  ap-
pear  on  the  covers  of  GQ  and  Sports  Il-
lustrated  and  as  the  creator  of  “America’s 
Next  Top  Model”  and  her  own  production 
company,  Tyra  Banks  said  she  realized 

her  brand  was  being  a  risk-taker,  a  rule-breaker  and  a 
person  of  firsts.

Now  she  is  starting  a  new  venture  by  creating  Smize  Cream,  a  brand  of 
ice  cream  that  has  a  cookie  dough  surprise  in  every  cup.

“We  launched  a  business  during  COVID,”  Banks  said.  “We  are  still  a

Bay Path University’s president Sandra 
J. Doran speaks at the 25th Women’s 
Leadership Conference yesterday. 
(HOANG ‘LEON’ NGUYEN / THE REPUBLICAN) SEE CONFERENCE, PAGE A6
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By PHILIP MARCELO
Associated Press

Wilfred Tebah doesn’t 
begrudge the U.S. for swiftly 
granting humanitarian protec-
tions to Ukrainians escaping 
Russia’s devastating invasion of 
their homeland. 

But the 27-year-old resident 
of Columbus, Ohio, who fled 
Cameroon during its ongoing 
conflict, can’t help but won-
der what would happen if the 
millions fleeing that Eastern 
Europe nation were a different 
hue.

As the U.S. prepares to 
welcome tens of thousands 
of Ukrainians fleeing war, the 
country continues to deport 
scores of African and Caribbe-
an refugees back to unstable 
and violent homelands where 
they’ve faced rape, torture, ar-
bitrary arrest and other abuses. 

“They do not care about a 
Black man,” said Tebah, refer-
ring to U.S. politicians. “The 
difference is really clear. They 
know what is happening over 
there, and they have decided to 
close their eyes and ears.”

Tebah’s concerns echo 
protests against the swift 
expulsions of Haitian refu-
gees  crossing the border this 
summer without a chance to 
seek asylum, not to mention 
the frosty reception African and 
Middle Eastern refugees have 
faced in western Europe com-
pared with how those nations 
have enthusiastically embraced 
displaced Ukrainians.

In March, when President 
Joe Biden made a series of 
announcements welcoming 
100,000 Ukrainian refugees, 

granting Temporary Protect-
ed Status  to another 30,000 
already in the U.S. and halting 
Ukrainian deportations, two 
Democratic lawmakers seized 
on the moment to call for 
similar humanitarian consider-
ations for Haitians. 

“There is every reason to 
extend the same level of com-
passion,” U.S. Reps. Ayanna 
Pressley, of Massachusetts, 
and Mondaire Jones, of New 
York, wrote to the administra-
tion, noting more than 20,000 
Haitians have been deported 
despite continued instability 
after the assassination of Haiti’s 
president and a powerful earth-
quake this summer. 

Cameroonian advocates have 
similarly ratcheted up their 
calls for humanitarian relief, 
protesting in front of the Wash-
ington residence of Homeland 
Security Secretary Alejandro 

Mayorkas and the offices of 
leading members of Congress 
this month. 

Their calls come as hundreds 
of thousands in Cameroon 
have been displaced in recent 
years by the country’s civil war 
between its French-speaking 
government and English-speak-
ing separatists, attacks by the 
terrorist group Boko Haram and 
other regional conflicts.

The advocacy group Human 
Rights Watch, in a February 
report, found many Camer-
oonians deported from the 
U.S. suffered persecution and 
human rights violations upon 
returning there. 

Tebah, who is a leading mem-
ber of the Cameroon American 
Council, an advocacy group 
organizing protests this month, 
said that’s a fate he hopes to 
avoid. 

Hailing from the country’s 
English-speaking northwest, 
he said he was branded a 
separatist and apprehended by 
the government because of his 
activism as a college student. 
Tebah said he managed to 
escape, as many Cameroo-
nians have, by flying to Latin 
America, trekking overland 
to the U.S.-Mexico border and 
petitioning for asylum in 2019. 

“I will be held in prison, 
tortured and even killed if I am 
deported,” he said. “I’m very 
scared. As a human, my life 
matters too.”

The Department of Home-
land Security, which oversees 
TPS and other humanitarian 
programs, declined to respond 
to the complaints of racism in 
American immigration policy.

COLUMBUS, OHIO

African refugees see bias 
as US welcomes Ukrainians 

Wilfred Tebah, of Colum-
bus, Ohio, says he and other 
immigrants from Cameroon 
have long been deserving 
of humanitarian consider-
ations that have been rapidly 
granted to those fleeing the 
Russian invasion of Ukraine. 
(PATRICK ORSAGOS / ASSOCIATED PRESS)

By LyNN ELBER 
Associated Press

Will Smith resigned yesterday 
from the motion picture academy fol-
lowing his Oscars night slap of Chris 
Rock and said he would accept any 
further punishment the organization 
imposed.

Smith in a statement released yester-
day afternoon said he will “fully accept 
any and all consequences for my con-
duct. My actions at the 94th Academy 
Awards presentation were shocking, 
painful, and inexcusable.”

Film academy president David 
Rubin said Smith’s resignation was 
accepted. “We will continue to 
move forward with our disciplinary 
proceedings against Mr. Smith for 
violations of the Academy’s Standards 
of Conduct, in advance of our next 
scheduled board meeting on April 18.”

“I betrayed the trust of the Acad-
emy. I deprived other nominees 
and winners of their opportunity to 
celebrate and be celebrated for their 
extraordinary work,” his statement 
said. “I am heartbroken. I want to put 
the focus back on those who deserve 
attention for their achievements and 
allow the Academy to get back to the 
incredible work it does to support 
creativity and artistry in film.

“Change takes time and I am com-
mitted to doing the work to ensure 
that I never again allow violence to 
overtake reason,” Smith concluded in 
the statement.

The resignation came two days after 
the academy’s leadership board met 
to initiate disciplinary proceedings 
against Smith for violations against 
the group’s standards of conduct. 
Those proceedings could have result-

ed in suspension or expulsion, and it 
was not immediately clear what addi-
tional punishment he could face.

Had he been expelled, Smith would 
have joined a small group of men 
removed from the academy: Harvey 
Weinstein, Roman Polanski, Bill Cos-
by and the actor Carmine Caridi, who 
was kicked out for sharing awards 
screeners.

On Sunday, Smith strode from his 
front-row Dolby Theatre seat on to 
the stage and smacked Rock, who had 
made a joke at the expense of Smith’s 
wife, Jada Pinkett Smith. Moments 
later, he went on to win the best actor 
award for his role in “King Richard.”

Rock, who was about to present 
Oscar for best documentary, declined 
to file charges when asked by police. 
He has only briefly addressed the 
attack publicly, saying at one comedy 

concert in Boston this week that he 
was still “kind of processing what 
happened.”

Smith stunned Rock, the theater 
crowd and viewers at home when he 
took the stage after Rock joked: “Jada, 
I love you. ‘G.I. Jane 2,’ can’t wait to 
see it.”

Pinkett Smith, who has spoken 
publicly about her hair loss condition, 
alopecia, had a closely shaved head 
similar to that of Demi Moore in the 
original movie. 

After Smith’s attack, he returned to 
his seat and angrily twice shouted at 
Rock to “get my wife’s name out your 
(expletive) mouth.” When Smith took 
the stage again less than hour later to 
accept his Oscar, he tearfully apol-
ogized to the academy but notably 
omitted any mention of Rock.

The fallout was immediate and 

intense. Smith had supporters for 
coming to his wife’s defense, but he 
was widely condemned for respond-
ing with violence and for marring 
both his long-sought Oscar victory 
and overshadowing the night’s other 
winners.

LOS ANGELES

Smith quits academy  over slap at Oscars 

Will Smith accepts the award for 
best actor in a leading role for “King 
Richard” during the Oscars on 
March 27 in Los Angeles. (MYUNG CHUN / 

LOS ANGELES TIMES / TNS)

By NEBI QENA 
ANd YURAS KARMANAU 
Associated Press

Talks to stop the fighting in 
Ukraine resumed yesterday, as 
another desperate attempt to 
rescue civilians from the en-
circled city of Mariupol failed 
and the Kremlin accused the 
Ukrainians of launching a heli-
copter attack on a fuel depot on 
Russian soil.

Ukraine denied responsi-
bility for the fiery blast, but if 
Moscow’s claim is confirmed, it 
would be the war’s first known 
attack in which Ukrainian 
aircraft penetrated Russian 
airspace.

“Certainly, this is not some-
thing that can be perceived as 
creating comfortable condi-
tions for the continuation of 
the talks,” Kremlin spokesman 
Dmitry Peskov said, five weeks 
after Moscow began sending 
upwards of 150,000 of its own 
troops across Ukraine’s border.

Meanwhile, Russia con-
tinued withdrawing some of 
its ground forces from  areas 
around Kyiv after saying earlier 
this week it would reduce mili-

tary activity near the Ukrainian 
capital and the northern city of 
Chernihiv to promote trust at 
the bargaining table.

While the Russians kept up 
their bombardment of those 
two zones, Ukrainian troops 
exploited the pullback on the 
ground by mounting counterat-
tacks and retaking a number of 
towns and villages.

Still, Ukraine and its allies 
warned that the Kremlin is not 
de-escalating but resupplying 
and shifting its troops to the 
country’s east for an intensi-
fied assault on the mostly Rus-
sian-speaking Donbas region 
in the country’s east, which 
includes Mariupol.

The latest negotiations took 
place by video. At a round 
of talks earlier in the week, 
Ukraine said it would be 
willing to abandon a bid to 
join NATO and declare itself 
neutral — Moscow’s chief de-
mand — in return for security 
guarantees from several other 
countries.

The invasion has left thou-
sands dead and driven more 
than 4 million refugees from 

Ukraine.
Mariupol, the shattered and 

besieged southern port city, 
has seen some of the worst 
suffering of the war. Its capture 
would be a major prize for Rus-
sian President Vladimir Putin, 
giving his country an unbroken 
land bridge to Crimea, seized 
from Ukraine in 2014.

Mariupol’s fate could deter-
mine the course of the nego-
tiations to end the war, said 
Volodymyr Fesenko, head of 
the Ukrainian think tank Penta.

“Mariupol has become a sym-
bol of Ukrainian resistance,” 
Fesenko said, “and without 
its conquest, Putin cannot sit 
down at the negotiating table.” 
The fall of Mariupol, he said, 
“will open the way to a peace 
agreement.”

Yesterday, the International 
Committee for the Red Cross 
said it was unable to carry out 
an operation to bring civilians 
out of Mariupol by bus. It said 
a team had been on its way but 
had to turn back.

City authorities said the 
Russians were blocking access 
to Mariupol.

KYIV, UKRAINE

Ukraine denies strike  
on Russian fuel depot 

startup, we are not profitable 
yet.”

Banks was speaking at 
Bay Path University’s 25th 
Women’s Leadership Confer-
ence. After a two-year hiatus 
because of the pandemic, the 
event attracted some 1,400 
people to the MassMutual 
Center in Springfield on 
Friday.

The daylong conference 
featured three main speakers: 
Banks; Christine Cashen, 
an author and humorous 
motivational speaker; and 
Patrice Banks, an engineer 
who changed careers to start 
the Girls Auto Clinic. The 
event also featured multiple 
workshops and a chance for 
local businesses to market 
their products.

“I am so excited about 
our leadership role that has 
broadened throughout the 
region,” said Bay Path Presi-
dent Sandra J. Doran. 

She began her tenure in 
July 2020, so this is her first 
conference.

“What a great first confer-
ence it is, so much energy in 
this room, so much passion,” 
she said. “Professional 
development is one of the 
most important things we 
can do for ourselves and our 
employers.”

The role the Longmeadow 
university has taken in pro-
moting women’s leadership 
and networking throughout 
the region is one of the rea-
sons Doran said she was in-
terested in becoming the Bay 
Path president. During the 
event, she said she talked to 
women who traveled from all 
over New England to attend.

As is tradition at the con-
ferences, Banks sat on the 
stage with Doran, who asked 
her questions. Conference 
attendees also had a chance 
to quiz her about different 
subjects.

Banks said the creation of 
Smize Cream followed an 
earlier plan that was put on 
hold because of the pandem-
ic.

ModelLand, a Disney-like 
theme park that would allow 
people to live a modeling 
experience, already had 100 
employees and was ready to 
open when the pandemic hit. 
After two years of COVID-19, 
Banks said, her partner said it 
was time for a new strategy.

“Let’s stop playing defense 
and let’s play offense,” Banks 
said. “What can we do to cre-
ate jobs when people are get-
ting laid off and let go. What 
can we do to create revenues 
and what can we do that makes 
us happy to get up out of that 
bed every single morning?”

Banks said she has always 
been “obsessed” with ice 
cream, partly because it 
brings her back to a happy 
time. From the time she was 
about 7, her mom would take 
her for a scoop or two every 
Friday after she finished her 
homework and the two would 
sit and talk.

She had created a plan for 
the ice cream company years 
before, but put it on hold 
because at the time she was 
starting the “Tyra Banks 
Show” and could not focus on 
both. Banks said she recently 
dusted off the 15-year-old 
plans, realizing people would 

still treat themselves during 
COVID.

Banks peppered her 
answers to questions with 
humor and offered a variety 
of advice such as don’t let 
a man hold you back from 
working toward your goals, 
find a way to differentiate 
yourself or your brand from 
everyone else, and appreciate 
and embrace things that are 
not perfect.

She said it was her mother — 
a professional photographer 
who worked in the medical 
field taking shots of autopsies 
and surgeries — who influ-
enced her life the most. Banks 
explained her mom started a 
business on the side in their 
home where she would photo-
graph beautiful women, first 
doing their hair and makeup, 
and develop the film in their 
laundry room. At about 8 
years old she served as her 
mom’s assistant.

When Doran observed that 
her mom was the first entre-
preneur in the family, Banks 
replied, “I never thought of 
that. ... My God, you added to 
my story.”

Patrice Banks told her story 
of growing up poor with a 
single mom who instilled in 
her daughter the belief that 
education was her ticket to a 
better life. She went to college 
and became an engineer for 
Dupont. Despite having a 
good-paying job, she said she 
was uninspired.

At the same time, Patrice 
Banks called herself an 
“auto airhead,” someone 
who would put off getting 
oil changes and would panic 
every time something went 
wrong with her car. Intimi-
dated by male mechanics, she 
decided to try to find a female 
mechanic and found there 
simply weren’t any.

In response, she signed 
up for a night class on auto 
repair where she was the only 
woman in a class of 19-year-
old boys. That built her con-
fidence and she eventually 
quit her job and went to work, 
unpaid, at a mechanic shop 
so she could learn the trade. 

At the same time, she started 
writing a blog where women 
could ask car repair questions 
without shame, expanded it 
to a book and started Girls 
Auto Clinic workshops for 
women.

Eventually, Patrice Banks 
opened her own Girls Auto 
Clinic auto shop in the Phila-
delphia area that even has a 
nail salon so women can be 
pampered while they wait for 
an oil change. It has at least 
four female mechanics and 
an apprentice program for 
women who want to learn.

Both Tyra Banks and 
Patrice Banks talked about 
difficulties they faced as their 
businesses grew. The one 
thing they had in common — 
other than their last name — 
is both said they struggled to 
be a good manager. Each took 
different ways to improve 
their skills.

“I realized I would not be 
successful if I did not face this 
problem,” Patrice Banks said.

One of the important things 
she said she learned is “not 
being afraid to do those 
things that you don’t think 
you are good at. You are going 
to have to fail in public. ... But 
it is one of those things that 
make you stronger.”

Attendees ranged from col-
lege students and recent grad-
uates who were looking for 
advice from people at the start 
of their careers to women who 
had attended the conference 
many times before.

Yvette Frisby, senior vice 
president of the Urban 
League, has been attending 
the conferences for years. 
As a member of the college’s 
advisory committee and 
an adjunct professor who 
teaches a course in women 
as empowered learners and 
leaders, she served as master 
of ceremonies in 2018.

“They are always empow-
ering and always leave you 
with a sense to do more and 
connect more,” Frisby said.

Now retired from a long 
career in human resources, 
Anne Fitzgerald, of Avon, 
Connecticut, said she was at 
the first Leadership Confer-
ence 25 years ago and has 
attended many others since. 
She said she was especially 
interested in attending the 
workshop entitled “Deal-
ing with Difficult People” 
because it related so much 
to her career and is useful in 
everyday life.

“I always take away some-
thing from these. I always 
look forward to them,” she 
said.

Conference
CONTINUES FROM PAGE A1

Bay Path University alumna Shawna Peebles of Springfield, 
senior Myia Shaw of New Britain, Conn., and junior Joranne 
Joseph of Springfield pose for a photo at the 25th Women’s 
Leadership Conference held at the MassMutual Center yes-
terday, see more photos at MassLive.com. (HOANG ‘LEON’ NGUYEN / 

THE REPUBLICAN)

“Let’s stop playing 
defense and let’s 
play offense. What 
can we do to create 
jobs when people 
are getting laid off 
and let go.”
Tyra Banks 
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