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Freshman GOP senator wins appropriations slot

BY MIKE MALOTT
HOMETOWN NEWS SERVICE
mmalott@homocomm,net

Growing up on tho south sido of
Chicage, “among all thoss Domocrats,”
stato 8en. Bhirley Johnaon docided
early in life - at age 8 — that she was o
Ropublican,

“My mather worked all night during
the Dewoy-Truman slection counting
votes at tho procinet ward in Chicago.
Thoy wore alwaya Jooking for Republi-
cana because thoy wero hard to find and
you need to have someone from the
other party thoro to watch the count-
ing,” Johnson sald lost wook.

*8he came home the following
Wodnoaduy morning, and she was juat
jubllant because there was the Tribune
and Dewoy had won. I can't remember
secing thia woman so excited. My siater
and I wont to achool, and wo came home
for lunch to peanut buttor sandwichos
and, *There, help yourself, to a mother
who wasa juat hysterical because,
whoops, the Tribune wae wrong. She
had turned the radio on and she was
Jjust stunned,

“And I think right then and thore, 1
just hated overy Democrat that ever
exinted ... I just carry the flag for hor,”

Today, Royal Oak's state senator
serves on the powerful Senale Appropri-
ations Committes, an appointment sho
gained as recently os June.

Because she waa just elected in
March, Senate Majority Loader Dan
DeGrow, R-Port Huron, waited to name
her to the committeo until the budgot
c-{ido' ongoing at tho time, was complet-
e

Johnson won office in a special cloc-
tion to reploce Michael Bouchard, who
loft to take over as Oankinnd County
Sheriff. Her district includes Madison
Heights, Hozel Park, Pleasant Ridge,
Ferndale, Huntington Woods, Birming-
ham, Bloomfield Hills and Troy ~ what
sho believes ia one of the most diverse
districts in the state.
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But Johnson had legislative experi-
ence, Lot's of {t. Sho'd served 18 years in
the Houso of Representatives, loaving
this past December anly bocause of term
limita, And much of that time, she
sorved on the Houso's Appropriations
Committoe, .

In fact, she was tho first woman on
that committee, S8he oxplainod aho
fought to got the post because her first
olection in November 1980 was a hard
run raco against an i

from the House,

“Boing one of 23 instend of ono of
8o many in the Housoe, that's a dof-
inite differonco, Thore's more dece-
rum. It's rowdicr in the House,
There's moro vorbnl abuso and
debate ... and for somo roason I
always scomed to be in the middle
of it. Tho Sennto 18 more dignifled.”

Johnson said, becauso thery are
fower senators, she'll likely have

Renp-
portionment changed the district to con.
tain more Democratic votors. Bo she
needed a committee appointmont of
substanco,

But hor gonder was not an {ssue in
tho way the committee worked after her
appointment.

“I worked very hard to understand
tho rules, and they were rules made by
men, When the men would get going,
and somotimes it would turn into play-
ground language. Ax long as it was not
directod at me, I didn't take it personal.
ly. It wasn't an {saue because I didn't lot
it ba an issue,” Johnson said.

Althaugh ehe is not the first woman
to serve on Senate nppropriations, it is
rare for a freshman in that chamber to
win such a powerful appointment. She
attributes it to hor oxperience in the
Houase, and to torm limits.

“Only six Republicans out of the 28 in
the Sonate can return after tho next
election,” sha said. “And I would be the
only one of the six with epproprintiona
experience.”

So term limits have both hurt and
holped her.

“I nover aupported term limits. I sec a
lot of problems in the House becauso of
it. On the other hand, there are posi-
tives, The fresh blood is boneficial and
there's o new perapective, Of course,
thoy don't have & choice. Whan you only
have six years, you have to get in and
make your mark. When I came in, at six
years, you wore just a kid.”

Johnson has only been in the senate
for about
two months,
but has
noticed dif-
ferences
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*“I've also noticed that informa.
tion movea an awful lot faater, The
information is much more rendily
availablo and it moves with much
greater spoed than it did over in
the House, where the committee
chairs would tie it up, whera they
would count votes, and it would
ebb and flow as to whother thoy
had thoe votes or they didn't,”

In part, that speod is because
senatora work in smaller commit-
tecs. Senators have larger staffs,
Agencies like the Benate Flacal
Agency have fawer people to sup-
ply information to, sho said.

a result, tho Senato serves as
a check on some of tho legislation
that comes out of the Houso Repre-
sentativoa,

Growing up in Chicago, Johnson
eventually morried her high school
awaotheart. After her husband
completed law school, he went to
work for tha Chrysler Corp., bring-
ing thom to Michigan 1966.

They choae to reside in Royal
Oak because of the school district.

“We'ro atill in our starter home. I
gueas we're not ever going to get out of
it either,” she said.

She stayed home then to take care of
the children, but got invalved in volun-
teer activitios like the PTA and the
Republican Party. Her activism eventu-
ally led her to politica.

She'd never hold elective office before
running for the state House, although
she had managed her prodecessor's
campaign.

At tho time, her only cxperience was
serving on a county committee, charged
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with the task of rehabilitating HUD
housing. But the committee wasn't
apending the money properly and the
county was in danger of losing federal
funding.

“Wally Gabler appointed me, and
three weeks later ho called me into his
office and said, ‘Now I'm ancinting you
chairman, Gat in there and clean it up,”™
Johnaon said. *I didn't know a BOCA
code from a ... But it was good cxperi-
enco for me.”

She was considering running for the
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Determined: Sen. Shirley Johnson says she knew at age 8 that she
was a Republican. A former state representative, Johnson is now a
senator and has becn appointed to the powerful appropriations

committee.

county board of commissioncra before
the house seat opencd up. Her prodeecs-
sor left to take a judicial appointment.
Her firot race was a tough election, but

she said she apent mostly shoe leather:

on it, walking door to doar.

“If I eould tell my colleagues any-
thing, it would be to knock on doors,
and not just in an election ycar. That is
the one way you really develop a very

healthy rapport with your constituency.’
Pick up the phone and randomly call a.
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