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Speaker Biographies 

Mitchelene BIGMAN 
Founder & President, Native American Women Warriors, Hollywood, Florida, USA @nawwusa 
 

Mitchelene BigMan, a member of the Apsaalooke’ Nation, served in the United States Army. 
She raised her right hand in April of 1987 and retired April of 2009. She joined the military as a 
backup plan because of her poor performance in college, high unemployment, and to escape a 

domestic violent relationship. She told herself, if she was going to be a statistic, it would be a 
positive one. In the military her specialty was diesel mechanic and she was primarily assigned 

to combat armed units. While assigned to these units, she overcame racism, sexism, and racial discrimination, 
especially as a Native American. Mitchelene was deployed twice to Operation Iraqi Freedom, she suffers from Post 
Traumatic Syndrome Disorder (PTSD) and Military Sexual Trauma (MST). This allowed her to develop a strong voice 
fighting for those who experience unfair treatment due to their race and gender. She contributes a lot of her 
disposition for the organization from the military. Innovation towards educating and raising awareness about women 

veterans and their struggles in and out of the military. She currently serves as president and founder of Native 
American Women Warriors (NAWW), a veteran women’s organization with a mission to bring recognition to women 
veterans of Native descent that have served in the U.S. military armed forces. NAWW’s vision is to assist women 
veterans in employment, education, and health to become stronger in mind, body and spirit. NAWW was recognized 
as the first all-female Native American color guard in 2010 and it became a nonprofit in 2012.  
 

Gloria JUMAMIL-MERCADO PhD, MNSA 
Undersecretary, Office of the Presidential Adviser, Manila, Philippines 
 
Gloria Jumamil-Mercado PhD, MNSA is among the Philippines’ well-respected women leaders 
recognized for her contribution to creating spaces for the meaningful participation of women 
in national development, peace and security. Spanning over 42 years of experience in the 

government sector, academia and civil society, Gloria has developed a profound understanding 
of the various roles of women in peace negotiations, governance and the security sector, 

advancing the UN Security Council Resolution 1325. She currently serves as Undersecretary in the Office of the 
Presidential Adviser on Streamlining Government Processes. Gloria was first commissioned to the Armed Forces of 
the Philippines in 1993 after finishing her master’s in national security administration at the National Defense College 
of the Philippines. In 2013, she was installed as the first Commander of the newly activated Naval Force Reserve 
Eastern Visayas (NFREV). While serving as Commander, she was at the helm of the relief and rehabilitation efforts for 

both the Bohol earthquake and Typhoon Haiyan (Yolanda) affected areas. In 2016, Gloria was appointed deputy 
cabinet secretary and executive director of the performance and projects management office in the Office of the 
President with mandates to oversee the priority development agenda of the Duterte administration including the 

security, justice and peace cluster. She was the lead official in the streamlining and re-engineering of the bureaucracy 
within the development and security governance framework. In 2017, she rose to a star rank and became the first 
woman Commodore of the Philippine Navy Reserve citing her outstanding leadership in humanitarian and disaster 
response efforts. In 2018, Gloria was appointed executive director in the Office of the Presidential Adviser on the 

Peace Process and was designated vice-chair and ultimately chairperson of the Philippine Government Implementing 
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Panel for the Philippine Government-Moro Islamic Liberation Front Peace Accords. Gloria received her Doctorate in 
Philosophy at National Sun Yat Sen University as an International Fellow. Her dissertation, “Philippine-Taiwan Relations 

in a One China Policy: An Analysis of the Changing Relational Pattern” was officially published as a book and released 
internationally. She holds a Bachelor of Arts in economics from the University of San Carlos. Gloria has received two 
distinguished alumni awards from the NDCP Alumni Association Inc. and National Sun Yat-Sen University. Additionally, 
she has completed executive courses on transnational and advanced security cooperation at the Asia Pacific Center 
for Security Studies as a Women Peace and Security Fellow and she represented the Philippines in the Oxford Round 
Table for Higher Education at Oxford University. A Hunt Fund Fellow for Women in Security at the John F. Kennedy 
School of Government, Harvard University, Gloria spoke on behalf of her class at the Washington Policy Forum to 

advocate for the expansion of the peace building framework of demobilization, disarmament, and reintegration to 
include rehabilitation. She is the founding chair of Women in National Development and Security, an advocacy and 
support group for meaningful inclusion and mainstreaming in the security sector and Philippine Representative to the 
ASEAN Women Peace Registry. 
 

Suzanne Puanani VARES-LUM 
President, East-West Center, Hawaii, USA @EastWestCenter   
 
Suzanne (Suzy) Puanani Vares-Lum took office as President of the East-West Center in January 
2022. She is the first woman, Native Hawaiian, and Hawaii resident to be chosen for this role. 
She brings executive leadership and planning experience spanning the past several decades, 
culminating in five years serving with and advising the most senior officials at U.S. Indo-Pacific 
Command, where she cultivated and maintained key relationships with nations throughout the 

Indo-Pacific region. As a retired Major General with 34 years of service, Suzy has held key roles addressing priority 
national security challenges in the region. After retirement, she formed Vares-Lum Indo-Pacific Consulting, LLC to 
provide consulting and advising on regional issues. She is a seasoned keynote speaker and advocate on Indo-Pacific 
issues; leadership and mentorship; and Women, Peace, and Security. She led collaborative initiatives in the Pacific, 
including Hawaii, Guam, and the Commonwealth of Northern Mariana Islands. As a community leader, Suzy serves on 
a variety of non-profit boards, including the American Red Cross Pacific Islands Region. She has also served on 

committees that promote Hawaii’s economic diversification, workforce development, and community dialogues on 
issues regarding land and water. She has also served as a strategic advisor to the Hawaii Chamber of Commerce 
Military Affairs Council. She received her Bachelor of Arts degree in journalism and her Master of Education in teaching 

in 1996 from the University of Hawaii at Manoa. As a graduate of the US Army War College, she holds a Master of 
Strategic Studies degree. In 2019, she became a National Security Fellow of the Maxwell School of Citizenship and 
Public Affairs at Syracuse University. She is also an alumna of the Daniel K. Inouye Asia-Pacific Center for Security 
Studies. Suzy received the Ellis Island Medal of Honor in 2017. Additionally, the State of Hawaii House of 
Representatives, Governor of the State of Hawaii, and the Hawaii Congressional Delegation presented her with 

certificates of recognition for outstanding service to the State of Hawaii in 2021. 
 

Jennifer WITTWER, CSM 
Chair, Women Veterans Australia and Author, Against the Wind; How Women Can Be Their 
Authentic Selves in Male-Dominated Professions, Canberra, Australia @jawittwer 
 
Jennifer Wittwer is a consultant with the United Nations and other international organizations, 
supporting gender mainstreaming activities in security sector organizations. With forty-one 
years’ service in the Australian Defence Force (ADF), she has experience in leadership, 
organizational change, and large-scale cultural and gender workplace reform. In recent years, 

Jen has participated in various NATO and UN forums and projects relating to Women, Peace, and Security and 
women’s representation in armed forces. Jen deployed as the first ADF gender advisor to operations in Afghanistan 

in 2013, led the ADF’s implementation of the Australian Government’s National Action Plan on Women, Peace, and 
Security from 2013-16, and worked as a military adviser on Peacekeeping, Security Sector Reform, and Sexual 
Exploitation and Abuse, with UN Women in New York from 2016-18. Jen is a keynote speaker and has written 
extensively on gender, peace, and security. She has been featured in the Australian Strategic Policy Institute ‘The 
Strategist,’ the United States-based ‘The Strategy Bridge,’ US Naval War College ‘Proceedings,’ and the ADF Journal. 
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In 2018, Jen was published in the inaugural international Oxford Handbook on Women, Peace, and Security, and in 
2020, released her first book, Against the Wind; how women can be their authentic selves in male-dominated 

professions. Jen has also authored several courses for the U.S. Peace Operations Training Institute, on prevention 
violence against women and promoting gender equality in peacekeeping, and WPS. Jen has graduate diplomas in 
strategic leadership and resource management, and graduate certificates in management studies, administration, and 
gender, peace, and security. She is currently studying for a Master in International Development at the University of 
Canberra, for which she received the Dean’s Excellence Award in 2021. Jen is a non-executive director on the board 
of the International Women’s Development Agency, an advisory board member for Women in International Security 
Australia, and chair of Women Veterans Australia.  

 
Moderator: 
 

Christina (Tippi) COGEN 
EQ Advisor, Corporate Wellness, Tippi Cogen Consulting and Changing Faces Seminar Alum,  
Tampa, Florida, USA @realTiptheWorld 
 
Christina "Tippi" Cogen, a local Hawaii native, began her military career enlisted in both the 
Army and Air Force serving as a rare minority woman in the fields of aviation logistics and small 
arms weapons training. With a desire to pursue higher education, Tippi went on to complete 
her business degree at Hawaii Pacific University, and a master's in theology from Fuller 

Theological Seminary where she received her calling and commission as an Army Airborne Chaplain. Retiring after a 
20-year career and critical spinal cord injury from serving in Afghanistan, Tippi was recruited by the Department of 
Veterans Affairs to award construction and redesign projects to outpatient clinics and hospitals throughout the Pacific 
region as a contracting officer before developing and launching, Thrive Global. Tippi led the widely popular, Hawaii 
based humanitarian travel non-profit for several years until a pandemic-led transition back to her love of educating 
organizations on the importance of workforce wellness and spiritual development. Tippi proves there is no rest for 
the retired, as she also works to complete her doctorate in Somatic Psychology and advancing to help leaders heal 
from institutional and generational trauma while advocating for equitable access to high yielding exposure and 

placement opportunities for minority women clergy and clinicians. 
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