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Dingell mantle a heavy one

Embattled state's fate with freshmen
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WASHINGTON -- John Dingell no longer sits at the head of the House Energy and Commerce Committee, a couple of new congressmen are part of the state's delegation and plenty of questions remain about how much clout Michigan will have.

The 111th Congress convened Tuesday with a lot of work in front of it and a new, larger Democratic majority that still sees Michigan's influence lessened.

For the first time since 1979, a new Congress came to Washington without Dingell of Dearborn as the top Democrat on the powerful Energy and Commerce Committee.

Despite that, though, Dingell -- who is poised in February to become the longest-serving member of the House ever -- remained enormously upbeat, saying Tuesday his defeat for the committee chairmanship by California's Henry Waxman allows him to concentrate on some passions -- national health care reform among them.

He has been introducing H.R. 15 -- a national health care act -- since he came to Congress in 1955.

"I did a lot before I became a committee chair. I'm going to do a lot after being a committee chair," Dingell said.

Michigan's delegation will have its work cut out for it, with the state and the nation facing a deepening recession. Michigan's jobless rate is the worst in the nation, and aid to the automakers -- as well as an economic recovery bill intended to create jobs and cut taxes -- will be scrutinized for the help it is expected to provide the struggling state.

Part of that work will fall to two freshman members -- both Democrats -- who unseated Republican incumbents and gave Democrats an 8-7 edge among the state's House members. (Both of Michigan's senators also are Democrats.)

Rep. Gary Peters of Bloomfield Township is expected to be put on the House Financial Services Committee, which has responsibility both for foreclosure relief and additional money from the financial services bailout expected to be targeted to help General Motors Corp.

Rep. Mark Schauer of Battle Creek, the other freshman, appears headed to the House Transportation and Infrastructure Committee when assignments are finalized today. The panel oversees highways, bridge construction and waterways -- making it significant for Michigan (and everyone else's) purposes.

Another bright spot is Rep. Dave Camp of Midland, who is to become the ranking Republican on the Ways and Means Committee, which oversees tax policy and -- something of vital importance to Michigan's automakers -- trade.
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