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“Representative

ura

at your service.”

ne of the first times I visited Laura Baird’s office

after she was elected to the State House in 1994, I

spied a wonderful drawing done by her daughter,
Zoe. The drawing depicted Zoe’s mom dressed in a dapper
outfit, complete with dangly earrings, and welcoming con-
stituents with, “Representative Laura Baird, at your service.”

One of the first times I visited Judge Laura Baird’s court-
room after she was elected to the Ingham County Circuit
Court bench, Zoe was sitting in a back row of the courtroom,
intently observing a hearing on a Personal Protection Order.

At her investiture last December, Judge Baird’s three
children, Michael, 20; Nicholas, 19; and Zoe, 14; looked on,
along with her husband, attorney George Zulakis. Throughout
her public service career, her children have played an impor-
tant role. Not only have they been there to support her, but,
as she puts it, “Few people have had the unique parental
experiences [ have had and I believe that will help make me a
better judge in the Family Court.” Among those experiences
was parenting Nicholas, who was severely disabled. (Note:
Nicholas Zulakis died on May 19, 2001.)

Judge Baird grew up in the Gaylord, Michigan area. She
started working and earning her own money — and thus
gaining experience and maturity — in her mid-teens, first as a
lifeguard (saving a child’s life at age 15) and later as a waitress.
At age 17, she and a friend traveled in Europe on their own.

After earning her bachelor’s degree from Western
Michigan University and graduating with distinction from
Thomas M. Cooley Law School, Judge Baird began her law
career at a local family law clinic in 1979. There, she says, “I
did tons of divorces, along with a fair amount of abuse and
neglect work.”

By the following year, she and George had become parents
to Michael and opened a law practice with another local
attorney, Frank Reynolds. In 1981, Nicholas was born. George
covered her caseload, while she stayed home and took care of
their young sons. But once they had found adequate
childcare, she returned to her practice, which by then was
primarily focused on malpractice cases. When Zoe came along
in 1986, and for the next five years, Judge Baird’s law practice
took a back seat to parenting.

Judge Baird is the third Baird in her family to serve on the
bench. In his first career, her Grandfather Baird went from
preaching on the circuit in Alabama, to graduating from the
University of Chicago School of Divinity, and pastoring his
first church in Cheboygan, Mich. He began his second career
by reading law in a Northern Michigan law office, which
enabled him, sans a law school education, to be admitted to
the Bar. Later, he became a Probate Judge.

Boyd Baird, Judge Baird’s father, attended Wayne State




University Law School
under a G.I. program,
after being injured in
World War II. At the
age of only 26, he was
appointed to the
Probate bench by
Governor G. Mennon
Williams. Judge Baird proudly reflects,
“That made him the youngest judge in
Michigan and half of the only father/
son judicial team in the state at
the time.”

Besides bringing to the bench her
experience as a parent and the perspec-
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tive she gained from a family
tradition of judicial service, Judge
Baird also brings her experience and
perspective as a lawmaker. After a
two-year term as an Ingham County
Commissioner representing Merid-
ian Township’s District 11, she was
elected to the first of three terms as
state representative for the 70th
House District in 1994.

During her tenure in the State
House, she served on a variety of
committees, including serving as chair of
the Mental Health Committee, vice
chair of the Judiciary Committee,
minority vice chair of the Family and
Civil Law and the Criminal Law and
Corrections Committees, chair of the
Subcommittee on Family Law and
member of the Constitutional and
Civil Rights Committee. Her significant
accomplishments in the legislature
included participating in the develop-
ment of the revision of Michigan’s
Mental Health Code of 1995; enactment
of the Family Division of the Circuit
Court and Court Reform of 1996; the
rewrite of Michigan’s Probate Code
now known as the Estate of Protected
Individuals Code (EPIC) of 1998;
enactment of the Binsfeld Children’s
Package; and, in the criminal law arena,
enactment of the Sentencing Guidelines
and Truth in Sentencing legislation and

the Repeat Offender Package of 1998.
She represented the minority view in
both the enactment of the Youth
Correctional Facilities Act and the
Product Liability Standards and Tort
Reform of 1996. In 1997, she issued an
important legislative report based on
the House of Representatives Mental
Health Standing Committee’s series of
public hearings, Recommendations on the
Governor’s Proposed Closure of Detroit
Psychiatric Institute, Pheasant Ridge Center,
and Clinton Valley Center.

Judge Baird’s community service has
included serving on the board and as

“Few people have had the
unique parental experiences |
have had and [ believe that

will help make me a better
judge in the Family Court”

vice chair of the Clinton-Eaton-Ingham
Community Mental Health Board in
1993-4, as a member of the United
Cerebral Palsy Association of Michigan
Board of Directors, Tri-County Com-
munity Advocates, and as a volunteer
with the Okemos Public Schools.
Among her professional memberships
and appointments are the Michigan
Law Revision Commission, the Michi-
gan Sentencing Guidelines Commis-
sion, the National Commission on
Uniform State Laws, NAACP Life
Member, the State Bar of Michigan
Standing Committee on Mental
Disability Law, the State Bar Fellow
program, and Women Lawyers Associa-
tion of Michigan. And, of course, she is
a long-time member of the Ingham
County Bar Association.

Among Judge Baird’s many awards

and distinctions include being named
Legislator of the Year by the Michigan

Association of Chiefs of Police in 1998,
by the Association for Children’s Mental
Health in 1997, and by The ARC of
Michigan in 1997. In 1997, she was the
recipient of the Alliance for the Mentally
Ill of Michigan’s Tell It Like It Is Award.
She was listed as one of the 100 People to
Watch by the Lansing State Journal in 1999.

Most recently, she was recognized at
the Lansing Association for Human
Right’s annual Prism Awards ceremony
for dedication, empowerment, enrich-
ment, and inspiration as a role model to
the lesbian, gay, bi, and transgender
community.

When asked what her biggest
surprise was in her first few weeks on
the bench, Judge Baird said, “I've
been surprised at the number of people
acting in pro per; and many of those
representing themselves find it very
difficult to express themselves and to
tell the court what it is they want the
court to do.” As to the biggest chal-
lenge of her new job, “It’s the sheer
volume of work and the hectic pace
of the job, which result, at least in part,
from the need for more adequate judicial
resources.” Another challenge is the
abuse of process she sees related to
petitions for Personal Protection Orders,
with the potential for abuse by a few
individuals making it harder for others
who really need a PPO to get one.

As this writer sees it, the pace of Judge
Baird’s new job — in contrast to her work
in the Michigan Legislature — while busy,
seems to provide her more “quality time”
to spend with her family, who neverthe-
less are busy in their own right. Husband
George Zulakis continues to practice at
Baird & Zulakis, P.C. in Okemos, where
he primarily does criminal defense work.
Zoe is a freshman at Okemos High
School. Michael attends Western Michi-

gan University. =

Deb Frederick is a staff attorney with Legal Aid of
Central Michigan.




