the intervening sixty years. As Speaker and later as Governor, Phillips fought the New Deal
programs of Governor E. W. Marland. Fiscally conservative to an extreme, Phillips represented a
political philosophy in which government plays a caretaker rather than a leadership role. On the other
hand, Speaker Johnson, whose political philosophy, although appropriately conservative in a state
where the Democratic Party views itself as conservative, envisioned the state as an active partner with
(and frequently the arbitrator of conflicts between) business and labor.

The revival of the Oklahoma economy and its diversification has, to a large degree, been
encouraged by the work of the Oklahoma House of Representatives. During Speaker Johnson’s
administration, the House played an extremely vital role in passing the Quality Jobs Act in 1993.
This act has been successful in recruiting industries to the state which provide high paying jobs with
excellent benefits. In its brief existence, the Quality Jobs Act has made Oklahoma a recognized
leader among states in its economic development efforts and added nearly 100,000 jobs in both urban
and rural areas of the state and over $1.8 billion to the Oklahoma payroll.

In 1996, leadership
came from the House for the
popular Rural Economic Action
Plan (REAP) that has provided
much needed funding for
infrastructure in capital-starved
small communities across the state.
The House’s pro-business
orientation under Johnson’s

House Pushes Through Juvenile Justice Reform

Public concerns over the increased severity of juvenile offenses had
pushed juvenile justice reform to the top of the legislative agenda.
However, juvenile reform is one of the issues that tends to sharply
divide the public.

Nevertheless, Majority Floor Leader Loyd Benson took on the issue

leadership was also exemplified by
the critical role it played in passing
major workers’ compensation
reform legislation in the 1992
regular and 1994 special sessions.
This lIegislation has helped to
control  workers” compensation
costs for employers, eliminate some
of the perceived abuses, and ensure
that more of the awards go to the
injured workers. In addition, the
House supported the tort reform act
that was also supported by business
in 1995.

Johnson also
accomplished a number of other
important goals that have improved
the image of the House. Under his
leadership (and that of Speaker
Benson), there have been no all-

during the months leading up to the 1994 session. Working with
colleagues knowledgeable on the issues involved, the House staff,
and impacted groups, he developed House Bill 2640 that ultimately
overhauled the state’s juvenile statutes and divided juvenile
offenders into those who needed some state intervention and the
more difficult offenders who would now be placed under the
Jurisdiction of the youthful offender svstem. The Office of Juvenile
Affairs was created to administer this system.

House Bill 2640 revamped and stiffened punishments for a variety
of severe vouthful offender crimes. Benson also took the lead in
legislation to create a variety of communitv- and school-based
programs designed to deter voung people from dropping out of
school and other risky behaviors and to prevent young people from
engaging in vouth crimes. In addition, this legislation committed
the state to reforms designed for students who, for whatever reason,
could not find success in traditional school settings and therefore
were likely dropout candidates and prone to other forms of rvisky
Today, students statewide have access to alternative
In addition, a statewide plan offers

behavior.
education  programs.

vocational and technical education training to those students who
would benefit from the training.
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night sessions nor any sessions lasting beyond midnight. Speaker Johnson also established the
practice of using a “leadership team,” composed of Democrats from various sections of the state and
political viewpoints whom he involved in the formulation of legislative policy. A not very public,
but extremely important, Johnson reform was the establishment of a standing committee to review
administrative rules. Prior to 1994, the oversight of these rules had been left to the standing
committees which were already burdened with the press of legislation. But the creation of a separate
standing committee, chaired since 1995 by Charlie Gray from Oklahoma City, has greatly enhanced
the oversight function in the House and made agencies more cognizant of taking legislative intent into
account when drafting rules and more concerned about the impact of new rules on the public.

Johnson also worked cooperatively with House Minority Floor Leader Larry Ferguson
to reduce the partisan frictions that can disrupt sessions. That relationship continued when Loyd
Benson became Speaker. Reduced partisanship enabled the House to more frequently take a united
stand on major legislative issues and to provide a forum for seeking compromise rather than conflict.

In addition, Johnson established the practice of developing a legislative program before
each session for the Democratic caucus (the Republican caucus has also developed its own programs).
This practice has enabled the House to take the leadership role on numerous important statewide
issues, such as environmental and juvenile justice reform. The ability to initiate its own legislative
programs demonstrates the institutional maturity of the House of Representatives as it enters the third

millennium.

The transition from Speaker Johnson to Speaker Benson in 1997 was comparatively
smooth. The two had a close working relationship during Johnson’s six years as Speaker, and there

was a minimal number of changes in top leadership spots. What was new was the change in
Democratic caucus rules to limit the number of terms that a

Speaker can serve to two. This change anticipates the 2004
impact of term limits in the House and means that Speaker
Johnson may be the last Speaker to serve three full terms.

When Benson assumed his new post, he became
the only Speaker from western Oklahoma since the House
ended the tradition giving Governors the authority to organize
the House leadership in 1961. He was also the first Speaker

Lovd Benson, Speaker from 1997-2000, wet@t of I.—35 since Governor ‘Tumer chose C.R. Board from

the only Speaker from Western Oklahoma elected by Boise Clty to be Speaker in 1947. A self—proclalmed
House since its independence from Governors. conservative Democrat from the short grass area of
southwestern Oklahoma where he has maintained a law practice and ranch since elected to the House
in 1984, Speaker Benson proved during his initial term in the office that he can reach out to all
factions in the House. He also shared with the previous Speaker a “subdued charisma” which has
enabled him to effectively lead the House. During his first term, his long friendship with Minority
Floor Leader Larry Ferguson from Cleveland helped immensely in resolving the partisan issues that
are nearly always present in a legislative session. Ferguson said of Benson when he became Speaker:
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We won’t always agree on everything, but that’s the nature of this
business. Benson’s a straight shooter; a real upright individual. He’s
reserved, but if he thinks he needs to be heard, he’s the first to stand
up and say his piece. Loyd’s more likely to meet your challenge head-
on than do it round about.

The 1997 session was one in which he demonstrated his head-on approach to a major
issue. That issue was the 1997 road program. Prior to the 1997 legislative session, Senate leaders
proposed a plan to provide $750 million for state roads, focusing on new highway construction. The
program would be a collaborative effort between the Department of Transportation and the Oklahoma
Turnpike Authority using twenty-year bonds over a three-year period to finance $750 million in
construction. The Turnpike Authority would lease the roads back to the Department of
Transportation, and the bonds would be retired by the Legislature from appropriations of growth
revenues.

Although he had developed an alternative plan, Governor Keating generally supported
the Senate’s position. On the other hand, the House was strongly opposed to the Senate’s plan.
Speaker Benson and the House leadership favored a more sensible “pay-as-you-go” approach.
Speaker Benson did not support the cost involved in the Governor’s or the Senate’s plans for debt
retirement. The House also expressed concern that the use of the Turnpike Authority as the financing
entity could result in additional toll roads. When the Governor accused the House of being too rigid,
Benson replied that he was flexible, willing to negotiate, but not willing for the House to be “liberal

big spenders.”

Once the two House caucuses reached a general position regarding several other major
issues, such as higher education tuition hikes, they also were able to come to an agreement on the
road program. Political wrangling over the funding mix for the proposed various plans and the lack
ofa consensus from the Senate and Governor gave House majority and minority leaders maneuvering
room to adopt an approach that the House could overwhelmingly support. Relying less on future
indebtedness and placing more emphasis on pay-as-you-go financing, the compromise position
developed by the House was the basis for the final $1 billion two-phase highway building plan. The
first $700 million phase of the state’s largest infrastructure program used only $300 million in bonds
and the rest from the Constitutional Reserve Fund (Rainy Day Fund) and the General Revenue Fund.
Initial concerns in the House that the program would favor urban transportation needs were addressed
by requiring that 60% of the funds be allocated to rural projects. (Funding for rural areas was
extremely important to the House which hoped to build stronger ties between rural areas and urban
economies). The popularity of the House plan was validated as it passed the Legislature with only one
dissenting vote. In announcing the compromise to the public, Speaker Benson stated:

This was an open and bipartisan process, and every member of the
House had an opportunity to provide input. Equity was an extremely
important factor in the negotiations, and our members have been
unselfish in crafting this compromise.
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A Century to Remember

In these pages, some of the more significant events in the history of the Oklahoma House
of Representatives have been reviewed. In its history, the House played a vital role in many of the
major developments of the young state, such as moving the state capital from Guthrie to Oklahoma
City, the response to socialism in Oklahoma before America’s entry into the First World War, and
Republican Party control of the House for the first and only time since statehood during the 1921
regular and special sessions. Also, the House was in the center of Oklahoma politics during the
1920's when it impeached both Governor Walton and Governor Johnston.

Despite the impeachments, the House (as well as the Senate) was, by custom, organized
by Govemors until the mid-term of the administration of Governor Edmondson when the House
elected J.D. McCarty to the first of three terms. The 1960's were a watershed period in the history
of the House of Representatives. In addition to the House becoming an independent body, it emerged
from that decade, due to reapportionment, as a much more representative institution. The House’s
ability to set its own agenda and to fight for it was demonstrated during the years when the state
elected its first two Republican Governors.

In the intervening years, changes in the House of Representatives have accelerated in
order to accommodate the challenges of a world in which states must be able to respond quickly or
fall behind. In the 1990's, the House succeeded in shaping major education reform and road
construction programs in large part as a result of the leadership that has become an on-going
characteristic of the Oklahoma House of Representatives. This is the product of the many individual
and collective efforts of countless House members since statehood. This is a legacy in which
Oklahomans can take pride and one that will enable, long after the present members have moved on,
future House members to meet the challenges of the next millennium!
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Appendix 1

Map of Speakers by County
Oklahoma House of Representatives

1907-2000
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Appendix 11

Legislative Sessions, Party Membership,

and Major Officers
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