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Delusion.
Did you notice the word “DELUSION” has every letter of

“L-I-O-N-S” in it, plus a “D”? Go ahead. Tell me that’s coinci-
dence. And I’ll tell you that Matt Patricia is the genius the Lions
need, Eric Ebron is a great draft pick, Steve Mariucci’s Super
Bowl experience is the difference, we can build around Gosder
Cherilus, Andre Ware is the future of the franchise, and wait’ll
you see Matt Millen go to work.

I could go on ... Lions defensive end 
Aidan Hutchinson

CHARLES LECLAIRE/

USA TODAY SPORTS

Mitch Albom
Detroit Free Press

USA TODAY

NETWORK

And it’s September. And it’s Sunday. And here comes Lucy
from the “Peanuts” cartoon, once again putting down the foot-
ball and telling us, “Come on, kick it.”

Detroit Lions season is upon us.
Some of you have seen more of these than me. Some of you

have seen less. But all of us have seen enough to avoid the lurk-
ing danger on the first morning of an annual Lions campaign.

As new season begins, they always find
a way to be optimistic for team’s success

LIONS FANS’ HOPES SPRING ETERNAL

See ALBOM, Page 15A
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THE BLITZ, 1D

MSU BEATS
ZIPS, 52-ZIP
h MICHIGAN VS. HAWAII
COVERAGE AT FREEP.COM

METRO, 4A

Auto show ready
to shine outdoors 
Sept. event brings changes.
New vehicles to debut, 1B.

NATION+WORLD, 19A

Remembering
the 9/11 attacks
Men accused in the terrorist
attacks are awaiting trials.

S
he was her Brigi, the daughter born with a form of dwarfism, the daughter who

lost her sight by age 4, the daughter with hearing impairments, intellectual

disabilities, diabetes and bipolar disorder. h Bridget Cavanagh was also the

daughter who threw a perfect bowl on her first try at the potter’s wheel, who

could match every sock in a basket of clean laundry, who loved beads and crystals, and

who read the Bible in Braille. She was her mother’s soul mate. h But she was neglected by

a Canton group home as her health deteriorated and she stopped eating, according to an

investigation by the community mental health agency overseeing the home.

By the time she got to the hospital, she was nearly
comatose, severely dehydrated, her organs failing.
She died less than three months later. She was 37.

“I lost the most precious human being I have ever
met in my whole life,” her mother, Lois Mulkey, said.
“She was God’s child.”

Cavanagh’s case prompted a neglect investiga-
tion by the office of recipient rights at the Detroit
Wayne Integrated Health Network. But the only per-
son who was punished was the home’s manager,
who was suspended briefly and demoted. Prosecu-
tors are reviewing the case, but no criminal charges
have been filed.

Built-in conflict

In 1974, the Michigan Legislature gave patients in
psychiatric hospitals and the recipients of commu-
nity mental health services, like Cavanagh, a list of
pioneering rights: to be treated with dignity and re-
spect; to be treated in the least restrictive environ-
ment; to be free from abuse and neglect.

But the system has a built-in conflict. When fam-
ily members and others complain that rights have
been violated, community mental health agencies 

ABOVE: Lois Mulkey holds a
board with photos of her
daughter, Bridget Cavanagh,
who died after she spent time in
an unlicensed group home.
Mulkey set up a shrine in her
Dearborn Heights home, where
her daughter died in 2020.
RYAN GARZA/DETROIT FREE PRESS

RIGHTS & WRONGS A FREE PRESS INVESTIGATION

Broken promises
Big flaws revealed in oversight of Michigan’s mental health system

Jennifer Dixon Detroit Free Press | USA TODAY NETWORK

“The whole thing is

totally broken.” 
Mark Reinstein, who ran the Mental
Health Association in Michigan for 18 years
before retiring in 2020 from the nonprofit
advocacy organization

Coming Monday
h Investigating abuse at
psychiatric hospitals often a
part-time job.

See MENTAL HEALTH, Page 7A
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are in charge of investigating themselves.
Today, nearly half a century after the system was

born, a Free Press investigation finds a troubled re-
cipient rights system and some of the state’s most
vulnerable children and adults — those with mental
illness or developmental or intellectual disabilities
— are suffering. 

The Free Press interviewed more than 70 experts,
family members, recipient rights officers and others
for its investigation, and examined thousands of
pages of documents, including lawsuits, state and
local investigative reports and state licensing re-
ports. It found: 

h The state’s 46 community mental health agen-
cies investigate themselves and the caregivers they
hire. 

h A state commission on mental health — ap-
pointed by the governor — almost a decade ago con-
cluded that recipient rights officers in the communi-
ty mental health system should report to a third par-
ty. The recommendation went nowhere.

h The Office of Recipient Rights within the Michi-
gan Department of Health and Human Services has
dramatically undercounted the number of cases of
abuse and neglect, including those that result in
death or serious injury, in its annual report to the
Legislature.

“The whole thing is totally broken,” said Mark
Reinstein, who ran the Mental Health Association in
Michigan for 18 years before retiring in 2020 from
the nonprofit advocacy organization.

The Free Press investigation also found the qual-
ity and quantity of rights investigations vary wildly
by where a recipient lives; recipient rights officers
and recipients themselves have faced retaliation for
raising questions; and when a complaint is con-
firmed, the recommended discipline is often vague
— and no guarantee a wrong will be righted.

In the case of Cavanagh’s death, the office of re-
cipient rights at the Detroit Wayne Integrated
Health Network investigated and found a single vio-
lation of severe neglect. 

The agency in its report then recommended that
the manager of the Ford II Home receive “firm but
fair” discipline — which amounted only to a demo-
tion and a five-day, unpaid suspension for Danielle
Hooper, the home’s manager. 

The Free Press contacted the Wayne County
agency about the Cavanagh case and others, asking
to interview officials. The network instead request-
ed questions in writing through a Freedom of Infor-
mation request, which was provided. The agency
responded this week but did not provide any com-
ment on specific cases.

Angelo Glenn, chairman of the Detroit Wayne
board, told the Free Press that the agency is dealing
with 80,000 consumers and that recipient rights is
“doing their job.” He said he hasn’t received any
complaints about recipient rights, and that “it’s my
understanding that everything is working well.”

For Lois Mulkey, recipient rights “is a joke.” She
wondered how such a mild punishment for one em-

ployee in her daughter’s group home could be
enough to right the wrongs of her daughter’s death.

Unique rights

Representatives of the community mental health
system say it is unique and largely works to protect
its consumers.

Robert Sheehan, executive director of the Com-
munity Mental Health Association of Michigan,
said the state has a sophisticated rights protection
system for those with mental illness and develop-
mental and intellectual disabilities. And no other
group in Michigan has these kinds of rights — not
recipients of public assistance, not school students,
not private health care patients, not prisoners, he
said. 

Sheehan said those served by community mental
health “are owed the right to get redress for what
they view as being wronged by the system.”

Sheehan, whose group represents the state’s
community mental health agencies and dozens of
private providers, said that of the thousands of re-
cipients or others who file a complaint, most are sat-
isfied with the results.

“The system is working but there is always op-
portunity for improvement,” Oakland Community
Health Network CEO Dana Lasenby said in a state-
ment. “As a community safety-net, we are commit-
ted to providing quality services and ensuring the
rights of the people we’ve taken a responsibility to
serve.”

Recipient rights investigators can intervene to re-
solve a complaint when the facts are clear and the
remedy is easily obtainable, according to the state.
But such interventions are very rare. 

More often, when recipient rights investigators

find violations, they can make recommendations
about imposing discipline and revising an agency’s
policies and procedures. 

“It’s the fox guarding the henhouse,” said long-
time recipient rights investigator Jonathan Bennett,
who was fired from the Northern Lakes Community
Mental Health Authority in Traverse City after in-
vestigating neglect of clients traveling on buses to
and from their day programs. He sued for wrongful
termination and won a half-million-dollar settle-
ment. 

The relationships between providers and their
community mental health agencies can be so inces-
tuous that a local mental health agency had a pro-
vider interview a candidate for its director of recipi-
ent rights, according to a longtime recipient rights
officer who spoke anonymously for job protection
reasons. 

A failing system?

Fred Cummins, president of the Alliance for the
Mentally Ill of Oakland County, a nonprofit for men-
tal health consumers, said the system is failing. “Re-
cipient rights is supposed to be there to hold people
accountable. It’s clear it’s not. Most recipient rights
investigators “don’t find much in the way of prob-
lems,” he said. All too often, the low-wage direct care
worker is blamed, Cummins added.

As the anonymous rights investigator told the
Free Press, “consumers don’t really have any power
in the system.” 

Liz Bauer — who was the executive director of the
organization now known as Disability Rights Michi-
gan, a statewide advocacy group for people with 

ABOVE: Cindy Berry, of
Dearborn, stands
before a mirror
smudged with face
prints from her autistic
son as her husband,
Doug Berry, sits in the
living room of their
home.
PHOTOS BY RYAN GARZA/

DETROIT FREE PRESS

RIGHT: Cody Masson,
33, of Traverse City, is
helped by a caregiver as
she prepares to be left
on a commode seat in
the living room of her
apartment.

See MENTAL HEALTH, Page 8A

Major findings of
the investigation

The Free Press spent
months investigating
Michigan’s mental health
system and found:

h People who complained
that their rights were
violated have faced
retaliation and harassment.

h Investigators who have
looked into claims that these
vulnerable residents were
abused and neglected have
been fired just for doing
their job.

h The officers who
investigate rights violations
work for the very same
agency overseeing those
accused of wrongdoing,
calling into question their
impartiality. 

h This lack of independence
has been a known problem
for years, but the recipient
rights system, as it is known,
has resisted change.

Mental health
Continued from Page 1A
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mental illness and other disabilities — concluded
that the system “hasn’t done what I think was in-
tended when the law was written; to keep an eye on
individuals, to keep them safe and supported and to
be able to call and get a remedy from the service pro-
vider.” 

While recipients of community mental health
services are typically steered first to recipient rights
when they have a problem, they also have other op-
tions: They can turn to law enforcement, adult or
child protective services, the courts, or state De-
partment of Licensing and Regulatory Affairs,
among others. In some cases, multiple agencies
may investigate. 

At the time the Legislature drafted the Michigan
Mental Health Code, which gave recipients their
rights, some critics argued that people with mental
illness didn’t deserve such rights. But supporters
won out, arguing that people with mental illness
didn’t deserve to be treated like criminals and
locked away in a psychiatric hospital. At the time,
the law was seen as progressive.

Paul Tarr was the legislative affairs director at the
state Department of Mental Health and helped lead
the effort to implement the mental health code in
the 1970s. He said in an interview that the rights
system has made a huge difference in the lives of
recipients, but he conceded that “it needs to evolve.
It needs more independence.” 

Tarr, now 85, retired and living outside Lansing,
said the state Office of Recipient Rights was sup-
posed to be “the watchdog” of the local recipient
rights offices, but that over the years, it “has faded
into the woodwork. ... It’s been awfully quiet for the
last 15-20 years. It needs an overhaul. It needs to be
more autonomous, more independent, more trans-
parent and more aggressive in assuring the rights”
of recipients.

Bennett agreed, saying there is no “real over-
sight” of recipient rights agencies by the state. He
said state oversight focuses on the technical (was a
form filled out correctly or on time?), not the sub-
stantive (was an investigation thorough enough, the
remedy sufficient?). 

The veteran rights officer echoed Bennett, say-
ing: “You can have the worst rights system and the
state won’t shut it down.” 

Another longtime rights investigator, who spoke
on condition of anonymity for job protection rea-
sons. agreed, saying: “This system protects itself.” 

Faulty numbers

The state health department has a tough time
keeping its numbers straight when it comes to re-
cipient rights.

The Free Press compared the numbers of the
most serious cases that the state lists in its annual
report to the Legislature with the numbers submit-
ted by community mental health agencies to the
state.

And there were discrepancies. The Office of Re-
cipient Rights’ statewide annual report for fiscal
2021 said there were four confirmed cases of abuse
that resulted in serious injury or death, while the
Free Press found eight cases in the individual agen-
cy reports. The annual report listed 25 cases of seri-
ous neglect, while the Free Press found 31 cases in
individual reports.

In total, the differences were stark. The annual
report listed 1,067 substantiated cases of abuse and
neglect, while the Free Press calculated 1,404 cases,
a 32% increase. 

A department spokesman acknowledged prob-
lems with some of the numbers in its annual report
to the Legislature. The reports submitted by each
community mental health agency “should be con-
sidered the most accurate for any given year,”
spokesman Bob Wheaton wrote in an email.

Reinstein, the advocate, said the underreporting
“can create an unrealistic, false sense of security. ...
It could be an indication to people in the Legislature
that the extent of the problem is less than it really
is.”

The state auditor general also found data prob-
lems in a 2014 report. It said the Office of Recipient
Rights did not flag issues in a timely way that could
affect clients of mental health services, as required
by law. In response, the recipient rights office said it
would analyze its data more often. 

Every year, tens of thousands of people in Michi-
gan receive services from community mental health
agencies, including therapy, psychiatric services,
case management and assistance with living ar-
rangements.

The state’s community mental health agencies
served more than a quarter-million people in Michi-
gan every year. In fiscal year 2021, the agencies com-
pleted 7,830 investigations, but only found rights vi-
olations in less than half of them, or 3,389, accord-
ing to the state Office of Recipient Rights.

To substantiate a violation, a recipient rights offi-
cer needs only to find a “preponderance of evi-
dence.” That standard is lower than a prosecutor’s
burden of proof at criminal trial, which is beyond a
reasonable doubt.

Credibility questioned

Advocates also worry that investigators may not
find those with mental illness and other disabilities
credible. 

In the case of a disabled man in his 30s, the recip-
ient rights office at the Oakland Community Health
Network didn’t initially find a violation of his rights
when he said the manager of his group home had an

inappropriate sexual relationship with him.
In an interview with the Free Press, the man, who

the Free Press is not identifying because of the na-
ture of the relationship, said he didn’t think anyone
believed him.

The relationship started in 2020 when Michael
LaPlante chatted with the man outside as LaPlante
dropped off and picked up his wife, Crystal, who
managed the home, according to investigations by
local law enforcement and state officials. LaPlante
asked the man whether he had ever been with a
woman. The man said no.

LaPlante emailed the man racy photos of his wife.
After that, according to investigators, Crystal La-
Plante had sex with the man, including in the back
of the group home’s van driven by her husband. 

“This was a tragic event for me,” the man told the
Free Press in a recent interview. “I’m still hurting. I
get PTSD from it. I deal with it on a daily basis.”

The state Mental Health Code prohibits sexual
contact between staff and recipients. The law pro-
tects a consumer from sexual abuse, which is de-
fined as any sexual contact involving an employee
or others associated with the community mental
health agency. 

The recipient rights office at the Oakland Com-
munity Health Network investigated the case and
said it was unable to establish enough evidence to
confirm that the man had been abused, according to
a summary of its investigation. But the agency’s
findings changed once law enforcement took its
own look. 

The Oakland County Sheriff’s Office investigated
the case in 2021, during which the LaPlantes con-
firmed the sexual relationship. The man told a sher-
iff’s investigator that he felt coerced into it, and that
the LaPlantes would buy him “weed and cigarettes.”
(The sheriff’s office declined to comment to the Free
Press about the case.)

According to a state licensing report, an Oakland
County sheriff’s detective said he believed the man
had been sexually assaulted by Crystal LaPlante.
Even if the man had consented to the relationship,
the detective said the victim was “a vulnerable
adult” and “it is still a crime.” The detective asked
the Oakland County Prosecutor’s Office to issue a
warrant in the case, according to the licensing re-
port.

But the prosecutor’s office declined to pursue
criminal charges. The office also declined to com-
ment to the Free Press.

The Oakland recipient rights office ultimately
recommended “firm but fair disciplinary action” in
the case. Crystal LaPlante was fired, according to in-

vestigative reports.
The Free Press visited the LaPlantes’ home in

Holly twice, seeking comment. A man at the proper-
ty during both visits declined to speak with a report-
er. The Oakland Community Health Network de-
clined to comment, citing privacy.

Recommendation ignored

Advocates say recipient rights investigations can
be compromised because investigators work for the
very same agencies — or their providers — that were
the subject of a complaint. 

“I don’t think anyone should be investigating
themselves, which is why recipient rights is such a
mess in Michigan,” Reinstein said. “The fact that we
allow it, in all aspects of the system, we’ll never ful-
fill the promise of recipient rights.”

That was also the conclusion of then-Gov. Rick
Snyder’s Mental Health and Wellness Commission,
which studied ways to strengthen mental health
services in the state. Chaired by Lt. Gov. Brian Cal-
ley, the commission issued its final report in Decem-
ber 2013 and recommended community mental
health recipient rights officers report to a third par-
ty.

The recommendation was ignored. 
“It just got lost in the process,” said James Have-

man, who was on the commission and director of
the state Department of Community Health at the
time.

During his career in public mental health, Have-
man said he heard repeatedly that recipient rights
officers needed to be independent. Yet, he said,
“there never was the will, politically, the legislative
votes, or the momentum to make a big change.” He
added that he still supports making recipient rights
independent. 

Opponents of independent oversight say there is
no reason to take recipient rights investigations
away from the local agencies. Sheehan, who repre-
sents community mental health agencies, said re-
cipient rights officers “know the system, they know
the players, they know the context” and can address
violations rapidly and make clear recommenda-
tions. 

He said the current system is a robust one trusted
by recipients. The state health department agrees.

“Having a rights office that is local and under-
stands the needs of the community they serve is a
strength of the current system. This does not mean
that there are not risks of retaliation and undue in-

Lois Mulkey looks at the belongings of her late daughter, Bridget Cavanagh. JUNFU HAN/DETROIT FREE PRESS

Mulkey created a photo tribute board to honor her daughter, who was blind and medically fragile when
she was placed in an unlicensed group home. RYAN GARZA/DETROIT FREE PRESS

See MENTAL HEALTH, Page 9A

Mental health
Continued from Page 7A
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fluence when the office answers to the agency direc-
tor,” said Lynn Sutfin, a spokeswoman for the Michi-
gan Department of Health and Human Services, in a
statement.

The 46 community mental health agencies cover
every corner of the state and are often governed by
prominent local people, including politicians, med-
ical and business professionals, labor and church
leaders. These agencies may be part of county gov-
ernment or independent authorities serving one or
more counties. 

In an interview, Calley, the former lieutenant gov-
ernor, said the community mental health system in
Michigan has a well-connected network that can
oppose change — and prevail.

“The mental health system and the community
mental health structure are just embedded so deep-
ly, it’s proven difficult to make changes,” Calley said. 

Pressure all around

In interviews with the Free Press, several current
and former recipient rights officers said they face in-
credible pressures on the job that interfere with
their work.

They say they are under pressure to look the oth-
er way. Pressure to be a team player. Pressure to stop
being “mean” or “negative.” Pressure to “dumb
down” a violation to a lesser offense.

Bennett, who was the director of the recipient
rights office for Northern Lakes Community Mental
Health, felt that pressure too, according to a lawsuit
he filed against his former employer.

In 2011, he investigated a complaint that a devel-
opmentally disabled woman had been beaten on a
public bus in Traverse City, according to the lawsuit.
The woman, who was tiny, nonverbal and had lost
an arm in a previous bus accident, was struck more
than 100 times, grabbed and choked by another pas-
senger receiving mental health services from North-
ern Lakes, according to court records and a 2015
speech by Bennett to a recipient rights conference.

Bennett’s internal investigation widened, ulti-
mately finding that, over time, the rights of 67 bus
passengers with developmental disabilities, includ-
ing the woman, had been violated, according to his
lawsuit. The passengers endured sexual and phys-
ical abuse, engaged in self-harm and experienced
seizures and other medical emergencies.

The disabled passengers, who rode the buses for
as long as five hours a day, should have been super-
vised as required by Northern Lakes, but were not,
according to Bennett’s speech and lawsuit.

He relayed his findings to the agency’s executive
director and a supervisor. “My recommendations
fell on deaf ears,” he said in his speech.

After weeks of inaction, Bennett turned to adult
protective services and his bosses eventually
agreed under pressure to have aides supervise pas-
sengers on the buses, according to his lawsuit and
the speech. 

In his lawsuit, he said he was retaliated against
by Northern Lakes and its top leader. He was fired
from his job in October 2012. He sued Northern
Lakes that December for wrongful termination and
retaliatory harassment.

The Michigan Department of Community Health
investigated the case and found in a December re-
port that the rights office at Northern Lakes “has
been subjected to a pattern of retaliation and ha-
rassment” by agency staff and the administration.

The Northern Lakes chief executive officer at the
time, Greg Paffhouse, did not return calls from the
Free Press seeking comment. He told state investi-

gators he had taken “a lot of action” to address staff
complaints or complaints from recipient rights al-
leging retaliation and harassment, but the state in-
vestigators said he could not provide documenta-
tion of any personnel actions taken. 

In May 2013, Bennett settled for $510,000, ac-
cording to the Traverse City Record-Eagle newspa-
per. Bennett told the Free Press his lawsuit was set-
tled amicably, but declined further comment. 

No open-ended questions

In another episode, investigator Stefanie Heath
also sued her employer after she was accused of ti-
mecard fraud and fired from her job as recipient
rights officer in Newaygo County. She resolved the
case and said she cannot discuss it.

But Heath’s lawsuit alleges that she had been on
the job for less than a year, and had tangled with her
CEO at Newaygo County Mental Health, who had re-
peatedly harassed her and impeded her recipient
rights investigations.

At one point, Chief Executive Carol Mills told
Heath she was not allowed to ask open-ended ques-
tions, according to her lawsuit. Mills said the inves-
tigative questions need to be direct and to the point. 

According to her lawsuit, the Office of Recipient
Rights received a half-dozen complaints during the
last week in January 2019 alone, including claims
that recipients were given new medicines without
their consent. 

Heath claimed in the lawsuit that her downfall
came after one of the agency’s clients killed herself
and her three young daughters on Feb. 18, 2019.

A Newaygo County employee told Heath she sus-
pected staff assigned to work with the mother, Au-
brianne Moore, had failed to provide appropriate
services. The employee told Heath she worried
these failures may have contributed to the deaths,
according to Heath’s lawsuit.

According to news reports, Moore, 28, shot her
three daughters in a wooded area in Kent County,
put their bodies in her car and then took her own life.
Heath’s lawsuit did not provide details of Moore’s
treatment plan with Newaygo County Mental
Health.

Heath concluded the employee’s claims were
credible, then told the employee she would file a re-
cipient rights complaint on the late mother’s behalf,
the lawsuit said.

Heath was fired four days later on March 8 over
timecard violations and immediately escorted out
of the office, the lawsuit said.

The state Office of Recipient Rights investigated
Heath’s dismissal and did not find a timecard vio-
lation. But it did find that her boss, Mills, had in-
terfered “with the duties of the rights office,” accord-
ing to the state’s March 2020 report.

In an interview with the state investigators, Mills
was asked about Heath’s claims about restricting
open-ended questions. Mills said she had no idea
how Heath did her investigations, but that she told
Heath not to interview staff who were not involved
in her investigations. Ultimately, the state ruled in
Heath’s favor.

“Heath was terminated in retaliation for her
rights-related activities by Newaygo CMH Authority
CEO Carol Mills,” the state concluded. 

The report recommended the agency’s board im-
pose an “appropriate penalty” against Mills.

Mills remains CEO and told the Free Press that
her penalty involved taking recipient rights training
and attending a conference on supervision. She de-
clined further comment.

Recipients suffer

When people in the system complain that things
aren’t working properly, it’s often the recipients

themselves who suffer.
Recipients or those who complained on their be-

half have faced retaliation, according to rights in-
vestigators and others.

“Providers are retaliating against the clients who
complain,” said a current recipient rights officer who
insisted on anonymity for job protection reasons.

According to a Free Press examination of local
mental health agency records, recipient rights offi-
cers across Michigan investigated nearly four dozen
complaints of retaliation and harassment in fiscal
2021, and found 12 of them to be credible. The rec-
ords do not identify who was the subject of the re-
taliation.

Michelle Bidigare, who runs My Place - Center for
Wellness in Oak Park, said she knows firsthand
about retaliation against the group home residents
who attended her day program for those with a men-
tal health diagnosis. 

She said she reported to the recipient rights office
at the Oakland Community Health Network that a
group home had sent two participants with bedbugs
to My Place.

She has also reported rights violations when
group homes sent participants to her program in the
middle of winter with no coat or gloves. They also
have arrived with no lunch, broken eyeglasses,
bruises and high fevers. She said recipient rights
confirms some cases, but not others.

Bidigare said that when she gets recipient rights
involved, “I don’t see those members anymore.”

Christine Burk, a spokeswoman for the Oakland
Community Health Network, said the agency
“strongly encourages all community members to re-
port any suspected rights violation.” After the Free
Press asked the network about Bidigare’s concerns,
a member of the network’s staff reached out to her
last month.

Geographical disparity

The Free Press also found that recipient rights in-
vestigations in Michigan vary wildly by where
someone lives.

In Macomb County, the recipient rights office
completed nearly 1,200 investigations in the most
recent fiscal year. 

Wayne County, on the other hand, has more than
five times the number of recipients as Macomb. But
Detroit Wayne Integrated Health Network, the
county’s community mental health agency,
launched fewer than 900 investigations with more
than double the number of staff as Macomb. Offi-
cials with the Wayne County network did not an-
swer questions from the Free Press about the dis-
parity.

Dave Pankotai, CEO of Macomb County Commu-
nity Mental Health, said he has a very active recipi-
ent rights department and that “we are definitely
out there trying to protect people’s rights. I know
we’re doing a good job of it.”

He said recipient rights officers are often in the
field, doing scheduled site visits and investigations.
And while they’re in the community, he said they are
spreading the word about the rights office.

“People in the community are very aware of their
ability to contact our rights department at any time,”
Pankotai said. The rights staffers, he said, “are very
energetic, very knowledgeable, very outgoing and
friendly.”

According to the Mental Health Code, the state is
supposed to review the rights systems of each com-
munity mental health agency to “ensure a uniformly
high standard of recipient rights protection
throughout the state.”

Sutfin, the state health department spokeswom-
an, said the state recipient rights office provides 

Cody Masson, 33, of
Traverse City, sits on a
commode seat in the
living room of her
apartment, where she
is left for hours in
between caregivers’
shifts. RYAN

GARZA/DETROIT FREE PRESS

“The mental

health system and

the community

mental health

structure are just

embedded so

deeply, it’s proven

difficult to make

changes.” 
Former Lt. Gov. Brian
Calley, who chaired a
commission that recommended
in 2013 community mental health
recipient rights officers report to
a third party
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training and consultation to lessen the inconsisten-
cies among local rights systems. She added that the
state has not examined the differences in staffing
and investigations for recipient rights among differ-
ent community mental health agencies.

“People should have equal protection under the
law. It doesn’t happen in Michigan,” Bennett, the
former recipient rights investigator, said. “It’s all
based on the discretion, preferences and the integri-
ty of the director of recipient rights and the influ-
ence of the director of community mental health.”

A high bar

In some cases, recipient rights investigators have
refused to confirm a complaint despite compelling
evidence. 

Rose Mary Washam, 58, lived in a group home in
Oscoda run by the AuSable Valley Community Men-
tal Health Authority in 2003. 

Washam, who was nonverbal with intellectual
disabilities, a seizure disorder and major depres-
sion, needed help in all areas of self-care. In January
of that year, one of the employees in the home put
her in the shower where the water temperature
reached 176 degrees. The staff had noticed that
morning that the water in the kitchen was hotter
than usual, according to a federal lawsuit filed in the
case. 

Washam’s shower was so hot several layers of her
skin peeled back from her face and legs. She was
seen crying. She died of complications from her
burns less than a month later, the lawsuit said.

AuSable’s lawyers argued in the federal case
brought by Washam’s estate that while Washam’s
death was a tragic accident, “there was no showing
of a clear and persistent pattern of direct care work-
ers seriously injuring residents.”

The federal case was eventually dismissed. But
according to Joseph Lucas, a lawyer for Washam’s
estate, a related state lawsuit was settled for more
than $600,000.

The AuSable Valley recipient rights officer inves-
tigated Washam’s death, but concluded that she had
not been neglected, according to Dianne Baker, who
was director of community and field operations for
the state recipient rights office. Baker, a lawyer, said
she intervened and concluded that Washam had
been neglected. 

As a result of Washam’s case and others, the state
Office of Recipient Rights recommended that the
state take over AuSable’s rights office, Baker said.
AuSable appealed and the Department of Commu-
nity Health dropped the idea of a takeover, Baker
said.

When she found that out, “I burst into tears,” she
said. Baker retired in 2015.

Diane Pelts, chief executive officer of the AuSable
Valley Community Mental Health Authority, said in
an interview that the Washam case “was way before
my time,” adding “the agency today has a very ro-
bust recipient rights office.”

Floyd Smith, who was the AuSable CEO at the
time of Washam’s death, said his memory doesn’t go
back that far. He said he wasn’t the recipient rights
officer in the Washam case, and “beyond that, I’m
not prepared to say anything more about the case.”

Dismissing complaints

When investigators probe the most serious alle-
gations of neglect, abuse, retaliation and harass-
ment, they dismiss the complaints more often than
not.

The state’s community mental health agencies
investigated 230 of those cases in fiscal 2021 and
substantiated just 66 of them, according to agency
records submitted to the state. Those records do not
describe what investigators found.

Doug and Cindy Berry say they don’t understand
why investigators in Wayne County failed to con-
clude that their son, who has autism, had been at
grave risk in a vocational day program.

One morning in March 2021, a member of the
maintenance staff at the Westland vocational train-
ing program for adults with development disabili-
ties discovered the Berrys’ son in a hallway bath-

room on his hands and knees, his pants and under-
wear around his ankles, according to records from
Detroit Wayne Integrated Health Network.

And the 28-year-old wasn’t alone in the bath-
room that morning. He was in there with a 59-year-
old man who had a history of inappropriate sexual
behavior, according to the records.

Recipient rights investigators with Detroit
Wayne looked into the incident, but said they did
not find a violation in the way employees at Services
to Enhance Potential, or STEP, supervised the two
men. (Detroit Wayne did not respond to Free Press
questions about its recipient rights investigation.)

STEP is a nonprofit that serves people with dis-
abilities at 10 sites in Wayne County and one in Ma-
comb County, helping them with life skills and job
training, employment at its three thrift stores, and
case management. It served 1,400 people last year
and has been in business for 50 years.

In the case of the Berrys’ son, an incident report
signed by three STEP employees noted that the old-
er man’s inappropriate sexual behavior “was not
new” and “has been going on for over 20 years.”

But Brent Mikulski, president and CEO of STEP,
told the Free Press that the older man’s inappropri-
ate behaviors were well in his past. He said there
was no evidence of an assault of the Berrys’ son, no
proof that “anything occurred” in the bathroom. 

Considering the older man’s time at STEP and his
group home, any inappropriate behavior would have
been detected, Mikulski said. 

“It’s not like a behavior can be hidden with that
amount of supervision,” he said. 

Appeals denied 

Doug and Cindy Berry refused to let the case go. 
The Berrys appealed to the Michigan Department

of Health and Human Services, and lost.
So they wrote directly to Elizabeth Hertel, the de-

partment’s director, but said they did not hear back.
In their February letter, they told Hertel that their
son liked going to STEP so much that he insisted on
having his hair washed the night before, “so he
would look his best for the staff there.” 

A state health department spokeswoman con-
firmed the department had received a letter from the
Berry family, but did not have information about a
response.

The Berrys’ son is largely nonverbal and func-
tions at a second-grade level. The other man was di-
agnosed with schizophrenia and intellectual dis-
abilities, according to records from Detroit Wayne.

Doug Berry questioned how Mikulski can be sure
the other man’s history of inappropriate sexual be-
havior was long ago. Berry also worried that no one
had been watching him closely.

“If the janitor hadn’t been walking by, it wouldn’t
have been detected,” Berry said as his son, now 29,
watched a Disney video in their Dearborn home on a
recent afternoon. “This is a vulnerable human be-
ing.” 

“Bottom line, our son is handicapped and non-
verbal and he can’t tell us what he felt; he can’t ex-
press what happened,” Doug Berry said. 

The Berrys’ son has not been back to STEP, where
he was learning life skills, doing art projects and
working toward greater independence. Doug Berry
said his son stays home with his parents.

Mikulski said STEP has “made attempts to en-
gage with the Berrys” and tried to get them to send
their son back, “but without much success.”

Burning on the pavement

When recipient rights officers find that someone
has been abused or neglected, they often simply
recommend “firm but fair” discipline be handed out.
But they leave it up the provider to decide who gets
punished and the kind of discipline they will re-
ceive.

Under state law, the responsible party must cor-
rect the violation and attempt to prevent it from
happening again. It must also document its han-
dling of the situation and submit those records to
recipient rights.

But that didn’t happen in the death of Lank Wil-
son Jr., according to a Free Press review of investiga-
tive reports by police and local and state officials.

Wilson, a longtime resident of the Wayne Adult
Foster Care Home in Romulus, wanted to sit on the
porch to look at the cars passing by on the morning

of June 5, 2021. Wilson had a developmental disabil-
ity leaving him with the mental capacity of a 10-
year-old, and used a wheelchair. 

It was hot, with no shade when Wilson fell out of
his wheelchair and onto the pavement. 

The caregiver on duty that afternoon saw Wilson
on the ground and helped him back into his chair.
She later told police that the home should have had
another employee to help her with the residents, but
didn’t that day.

But when Wilson fell out again, the caregiver
contacted her manager just before 1 p.m. and was
told to call 911. By the time EMS arrived around 1:30
p.m., Wilson had been outside for nearly three
hours, according to investigative reports.

When paramedics found him, Wilson was unre-
sponsive with a body temperature of nearly 109 de-
grees and a bruised and swollen eye, according to a
police report.

“He’s got like burns from the concrete on the side
of his arms. He was definitely laying out there an ex-
tended period of time. ... He’s completely out of it.
He has no gag reflex, nothing. The staff said that she
put him outside while she was cleaning inside,” a
firefighter who responded to the scene told police.

Wilson died the next day. He was 50.
The Detroit Wayne Integrated Health Network,

which provided services for Wilson, also investigat-
ed and found he had been neglected by his group
home. Recipient rights investigators for Detroit
Wayne concluded that “an appropriate penalty” was
necessary. The caregiver was terminated on July 7,
2021, records show. 

But the group home in the network’s report did
not spell out how, as required by state rules, it in-
tended to prevent another tragedy. 

MAKA SIL & Group Home Inc. of Southfield ran
the group home at the time. Evonne Williams was
listed as the Romulus home’s administrator. State
records show MAKA SIL closed the home in August
2021. Reached by the Free Press, Williams declined
to comment.

Reinstein said the case points up the need for re-
cipient rights investigations to spell out a how a
similar death could be prevented in the future. 

“You don’t want something really bad happening
to someone else, like it happened to the aggrieved
party,” Reinstein said. “It’s so important when
someone has been abused, neglected or otherwise a
victim that there be a thorough explanation on how
we can prevent this in the future.” 

Waiting for help

Even when a recipient rights investigation finds a
violation, it’s no guarantee that the wrong will be
righted. 

For years, the Northern Lakes Community Men-
tal Health Authority helped ensure that Cody Mas-
son would receive care 23 hours a day, 365 days a
year. Masson, 33, has cerebral palsy and seizure dis-
order with extremely limited mobility.

In March 2020, Masson alleged the agency that
provided her care did not follow through with the
level of promised services. She filed a complaint and
Northern Lakes substantiated that her rights were
violated and promised to fix the problem.

Yet she continued to be left alone.
So that June, she filed a recipient rights com-

plaint against Northern Lakes itself, and Northern
Lakes found that it had indeed neglected Masson. 

The agency’s chief executive at the time, Karl Ko-
vacs, told recipient rights investigators he would is-
sue written and verbal warnings to three Northern
Lakes employees. Kovacs also said he developed an
internal task force to ensure that people like Masson
had their needs met.

Yet she continued to be left alone.
So she sued in July 2020, and a state judge or-

dered Northern Lakes to use all reasonable efforts to
ensure that Masson received appropriate care. Joa-
nie Blamer, interim CEO at Northern Lakes, declined
comment on Masson’s situation, citing privacy
laws.

But Masson says she’s still not getting what she
needs. There are days, every week, when she is left
alone, sometimes as long as five hours. 

On those days, her caregiver helps her get ready
for the lonely stretch of time ahead.

During one of her shifts earlier this year, a care-

ABOVE LEFT: Paul Tarr,
of Williamston, helped
secure the rights of
people with mental
illness and
developmental and
intellectual disabilities in
Michigan.
RYAN GARZA/

DETROIT FREE PRESS

ABOVE RIGHT: Mark
Reinstein, former CEO of
Mental Health
Association in Michigan,
outside his Ann Arbor
home.
ANTRANIK TAVITIAN/
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“This system

protects itself.” 
A longtime rights
investigator, who spoke on
condition of anonymity for job
protection reasons
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giver helped settle Masson onto a commode seat
parked in the middle of the living room of her Tra-
verse City apartment. She made sure that Masson
had her book, snacks, phone and TV remote on the
tray in front of her before the caregiver left for the
day. Masson started using the commode seat after
soiling herself in her wheelchair during her alone
time, causing infections.

But Masson said the commode numbs her legs.
The man she calls her grandfather, a physician in
Grand Rapids, and one of her doctors in Traverse
City have warned her about possible nerve damage. 

“I don’t know what else to do,” she said.
“This is where I sit and wait. I write a little. I read a

little. I munch a little — anything to forget where I’m
at,” Masson said. “This is pretty much my life right
now.”

Her grandfather, Dr. Richard Ball, said he has
spent approximately $100,000 in legal fees on Mas-
son’s behalf.

“I never expected a system to be perfect, but to
serve Cody adequately,” Ball said.

A mother’s loss

In the case of Cavanagh, the 37-year-old who died
after being placed in an unlicensed group home in
Canton, the home’s manager was demoted and sus-
pended for five days. She could have been fired.

Recipient rights at the Detroit Wayne Integrated
Health Network singled out just one person for dis-
cipline, home manager Hooper, even though there
were other employees in the home and multiple
agencies involved in Cavanagh’s care.

Recipient rights in its investigative report also did
not make any recommendations to prevent another
tragedy. 

Before she moved into the group home, Cavanagh
was able to live in a house on the same street as her
mother in Dearborn Heights. She had caregivers, but
she also treasured her independence, like being able
to walk down the street to meet a friend, said Mul-
key, her mother.

But after Cavanagh underwent surgery to im-
prove her hearing, her behavior — and her relation-
ship with her mother — began to change, Mulkey
said. She experienced strong bouts of anger, was
abusive and would walk away from home.

She was evaluated by a psychologist at Henry
Ford Hospital who determined she could not return
to her mother’s home in Dearborn Heights. 

“The interactions between mother and patient
are mutually toxic and will lead to increased disrup-
tive behavior,” according to the psychologist’s notes
provided to the Free Press by Mulkey. The psycholo-
gist said in the notes that Cavanagh would need a
higher level of supervision than a group home. In a
statement, the Henry Ford Health System said: “Un-
fortunately, because of patient privacy laws, we’re
unable to provide any comment or details.”

She was assigned a guardian, Faith Connections
of Dearborn. Rebecca Bringman, who is listed as
president of Faith Connections, said she had no
comment when reached by the Free Press by tele-

phone.
At that time, Cavanagh’s care was coordinated by

Community Living Services of Wayne. In May 2019,
she was given a bed in Canton in the Ford II group
home run by Quest Inc., a Livonia-based company
that operates about three dozen group homes in the
tri-county area. A spokesman for Community Living
Services, her supports coordinator, said the agency
had no comment.

Mulkey said the home was not prepared to care
for someone as medically fragile as her daughter. 

Her mother said while at Ford II, Cavanagh re-
gressed: She became more childlike, needing help
grooming and feeding herself. She could also be abu-
sive toward staff, according to incident reports,
throwing chairs at them or kicking a manager in the
leg. But investigators who looked into two com-
plaints also found that a staff member had been dis-
respectful with Cavanagh, snatching away her
phone while she was speaking with her mother.

The same recipient rights office also investigated
a third complaint — that she had been neglected —
and its findings describe how the already-frail 37-
year-old wound up dead.

Cavanagh’s decline began in early 2020 as she
struggled to eat. During one lunch, she began to feel
sick after eating just a few bites of salad. Days later,
she took one bite of her dinner and threw it up. She
was also lethargic. One group home staffer told re-
cipient rights investigators that every vein in her
face was visible. 

Witnesses told investigators that 911 was called to
the group home for Cavanagh on April 2, 2020.

What happened next is in dispute, according to
the investigation. Mulkey said paramedics told her
Cavanagh’s vitals were fine, and she should follow
up with her daughter’s doctor the next day.

But according to the only staffer on duty that eve-
ning at Ford II home, it was Mulkey who told para-
medics on the phone during the visit that her daugh-
ter didn’t need to go to the hospital.

The next day, on April 3, one staff member at the
home told recipient rights she found her in bed, cov-
ered in blood. Another staff member said that when
she got to work that day, Cavanagh was sitting at the
kitchen table, her breathing erratic, dried blood on
her clothes.

Hooper, the home’s manager, took Cavanagh to
the Beaumont Emergency Center in Canton. When
Cavanagh got there, she was barely breathing. She
was suffering from a heart attack, her kidneys were
failing and she was dehydrated, her doctor later told
recipient rights investigators. 

She was then transported to the University of
Michigan hospital in Ann Arbor.

Dr. Najib-Abraham Orabi, Cavanagh’s primary
care doctor, told the recipient rights investigator that
the group home had endangered her well-being and
her life. 

“She was not only bordering consciousness but
medically speaking at high risk for sudden death,”
Orabi wrote in a statement to investigators. 

After weeks in the hospital, she was still very sick
when she was released on April 25 to her mother.
Cavanagh was taken home to Dearborn Heights and
received hospice care.

“I knew ... that would be the last day Bridget
would walk into that house,” Mulkey said.

She died on June 18, 2020. 

Detroit Wayne investigators concluded that the
group home manager, Hooper, had seriously ne-
glected Cavanagh because the manager should have
called Cavanagh’s doctor to report her declining
health. Hooper’s neglect also included putting a note
on Cavanagh’s door ordering staff not to disturb her
or go into her room, Detroit Wayne said in its report.

“As a result of Ms. Cavanagh not being monitored
properly, she became very ill and was hospitalized,”
the report found.

Meanwhile, back in April, the Canton Police De-
partment received a tip about possible adult abuse
involving Cavanagh and opened an investigation,
according to a police report obtained by the Free
Press.

Prosecutors are reviewing the case, according to
Maria Miller, a spokeswoman for the Wayne County
prosecutor. 

Quest, which ran Ford II group home, said in a
statement while it could not comment on any indi-
vidual case, “we can assure that our mission is to
provide the highest standard of care to all of our resi-
dents at all times.” Ford II is now closed, the compa-
ny’s spokesman said. 

Hooper said she was unfairly singled out by in-
vestigators for neglecting Cavanagh.

She said Cavanagh’s decline began after CO-
VID-19 hit Michigan in March 2020 and Cavanagh
was unable to leave the home. She became aggres-
sive with staff and refused to eat. 

Hooper said she and her staff documented it all,
filing incident reports with various groups.

“Everybody knew about this,” Hooper said in an
interview. “I was reporting everything to my super-
visors. ... There was always a paper trail.”

Hooper, who quit after Cavanagh’s death, said
Mulkey shares responsibility for what happened to
her daughter.

In response, Mulkey said, it wasn’t just Hooper
who failed Cavanagh, “it was the system that failed
her.” But Mulkey disputes Hooper’s claim that
she shared responsibility for her daughter’s de-
cline. Hooper, she said, was “the direct caretaker of
my daughter. She wasn’t under my power and con-
trol.” 

After Cavanagh’s death, Mulkey turned her Dear-
born Heights home into a shrine to her daughter. She
hung bulletin boards from the walls with photos of
Bridget from childhood through her last days. She
put Cavanagh’s gems, crystals and beaded jewelry
on display. Her daughter’s precious cash — a handful
of bills — placed on a living room shelf and clasped
together. 

“The simplest things brought her so much joy,”
Mulkey said.

Two years after her death, Mulkey said, she is still
in pain. 

“I can’t allow myself to acknowledge it, how hor-
rid it was,” she said. “She literally was the whole pur-
pose of my life. 

“I was so honored to be her mother. She was just
magical, so defenseless.”

For help with mistreatment of someone who is
mentally ill, or developmentally or intellectually dis-
abled, contact the state office of recipient rights at
www.michigan.gov/recipientrights.

Contact Jennifer Dixon: 313-447-1654 or jbdix-
on@freepress.com.

ABOVE: Cody Masson,
33, of Traverse City,
takes her dog, Pluto, for
a walk as children pet
him outside her
apartment complex.
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system to be

perfect, but to
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said he has spent
approximately $100,000 in
legal fees on his
granddaughter Cody
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