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November 20, 2008

Waxman ousts Dingell for top House chairmanship
By TODD SPANGLER
FREE PRESS WASHINGTON STAFF

Michigan lost a key ally and the auto industry a staunch supporter at the helm of a powerful
congressional panel as John Dingell was replaced by Henry Waxman as chairman of the House
Energy and Commerce Committee.

Dingell, 82, of Dearborn, is the longest serving active member of the House and a legendary
committee chair. The vote was 137-122. The Democratic caucus that voted Thursday morning threw
Dingell a bone, giving him the title chairman emeritus.

Dingell met immediately afterwards with tearful members of his staff. 

His wife Debbie Dingell, a Democratic national committeewoman and a General Motors Corp.
executive was getting reassurances afterwards.

“Things happen in life,” she said.

In a statement, Dingell said: “Well, this was clearly a change year and I congratulate my colleague
Henry Waxman on his success today. I will work closely with him on the issues facing the Energy and
Commerce Committee and for a smooth transition.

“What will not change, however, and what will never change, is my commitment to the working men
and women of the 15th Congressional District of Michigan who have honored me with the opportunity
to represent them here in Washington. That commitment – to protecting and creating jobs, to
providing health care for all Americans, to working to getting our state and nation’s economy back on
track – is a fight I will continue to wage in Washington.”

U.S. Rep. Bart Stupak, a Menominee Democrat and one of Dingell’s closest lieutenants on the
committee, was asked what message the vote by the Democratic caucus to replace Dingell sent to
the automotive industry.

“Not a good one,” he said, adding that Dingell “took it better than most of us.”

While the vote in the caucus was secret, Stupak said many freshman House members, who were
financially helped in their campaigns by Waxman, supported Dingell.

"It was a contentious race and it was a close one as well,” Waxman said.

Waxman went on to tell reporters that a change is needed in the committee leadership with a new
administration coming to town and the nation facing key questions about health care and the
environment.

"We see a unique moment in history,” he said.

Referring to Dingell’s longevity Waxman said, “Seniority is important, but it should not be a grant of
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property rights.”

Dingell, who was elected in 1955 after the death of his father, John Dingell Sr., was a staunch
defender of the auto industry, resisting efforts pushed by Waxman and other progressive Democrats
for tougher environmental rules, especially higher fuel economy standards for cars and light trucks.
That rankled environmentalists. 

In February, Dingell will become the longest serving member ever of the U.S. House, overtaking
former Rep. Jamie Whitten of Mississippi, who died in 1995. Dingell has had only one serious
electoral challenge in recent years. That was in 2002 when congressional redistricting reduced
Michigan from 16 to 15 representatives, putting Dingell and then U.S. Rep. Lynn Rivers, also a
Democrat, in the same district. 

Rather than defer to Dingell’s seniority and power in Congress, Rivers challenged Dingell in a spirited
primary. Dingell won with nearly 59% of the vote in the district which stretches from Dearborn to Ann
Arbor.

Additional Facts
JOHN DINGELL, Jr.

AGE: 82. Born in Colorado Springs, Colo. 

HOMETOWN: Dearborn

HIS DISTRICT: The 15th which includes Monroe County, much of western Wayne County (Dearborn
and south) plus Ann Arbor and Ypsilanti in Washtenaw County – 981 square miles, about 680,000
constituents.

EDUCATION: Attended high school in Washington where his father was a member of congress. He
graduated from Georgetown Prep School in 1944. He got a B.S. from Georgetown U. in 1949 and a
law degree from Georgetown in 1952.

CAREER: Practicing attorney and Wayne County assistant prosecutor until 1955 when at age 29 he
ran and won a special election to fill his father’s House seat after his father died. 

FAMILY: Four children from first marriage. Second marriage to Debbie Dingell in 1981.

QUOTE: "What dad stood for are the things that I really believe in: A good life and self-respect.
Decent standard of living, decent retirement, decent job, a good education."


