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Even before she became may-
or of Lawrence, Courtney Shi-
pley has been involved in city
politics. Having lived here
since the fifth grade, when
her mother moved the two of
them from Ottawa so that she
could attend the University
of Kansas, Shipley’s interest
in how the city works came
about because of a personal
issue.

‘| didn’'t just wake up one day and
think whimsically, ‘Wouldn’t it be fun
to be on the city commission?’ ” Shi-
pley explains. “| started going to these
meetings because of something that
was happening in my neighborhood,
which was a traffic-related round-
about engagement that the city did.”

Shipley began going to city commis-
sion meetings in 2014 to see how
that was going to play out, and she
became interested in the other things
happening on the agenda. With the
desire to see how various city-related
concerns shook out, she’d come back
the next week to follow their progress,
which ended up being a four-year
span wherein Shipley went every
Tuesday just to see what went on.

“When people in those situations see
you showing up and being interested,
and you’re reasonably responsible,
they want you to join their group or
help them do something,” Shipley ex-
plains. “And you start saying yes to
things.”

After two years, people started say-
ing, “Hey, maybe you might want to
do this,” but the future mayor wasn’t
quite sure whether she was qualified
for a position as city commissioner.

“I’'m sure partly because I’'m a woman,
| was like, ‘Well, | want to make sure
that I'm totally qualified to do this,” ”
Shipley offers. “So, | did more, and |
got more involved, and | learned more
stuff for a couple more years before |

was reasonably sure that | could.”

2023 marks Shipley’s fourth year on
the Lawrence City Commission, after
four years of what she refers to as
“just chilling.” But in her eight years’
time of being present nearly every
single Tuesday night, she’s learned a
lot about Lawrence and how it works.

“I've observed over the years that you
don’t get a feel for the relationships
in the room—who the staff members
are, who the neighborhoods or the in-
terest groups are—if you don’t physi-
cally go,” Shipley continues, clarifying
the difference between in-person and
streamed meetings. “You don’t meet
those people. I'm a little bit shy, actu-
ally, so | made a deal with myself: Ev-
ery time | went, | had to meet a new
person if | was gonna go out.”

And that was a deal that served her
well. You need to know who the char-
acters in the conversation are in or-
der to figure out a solution or move
something forward if you're an activ-
ist. To that end, much of what Shipley
has become known for is that she is
a “neighborhood person.” “Those are
groups I've heard from on my way
up. I've gotten used to understanding
what their perspectives are and the
patterns of those perspectives.”

Those patterns are the predictable
worries of homeowners throughout
town, no matter which neighborhood
they might live in. For instance, “If this
road or sidewalk comes through here,
how does it directly affect me?” Those
types of things affect people every
day. As Shipley explains: When an
engineer pulls out a map and looks at
an intersection, the connection made
in his or her mind might not be the
same connection made by those who
live there.

Because of this intense interest in
making sure the needs of the neigh-
borhoods and those who live in them
are met, Shipley has made a concert-
ed effort to not become pigeonholed

as the “neighborhood person,” the
one philosophically opposed to de-
velopers.

“l just choose not to believe that’s
true,” Shipley states. “Otherwise,
we’re never going to get anything
done. We’re just always going to be
at loggerheads.”

Early on, some of those efforts—
borne partly, Shipley believes, out of
naivete—was her talking to people
she didn’'t know she wasn’t supposed
to talk to. “One time, | was on a neigh-
borhood board and invited a speaker
to come who had never been invited
there and believed themselves to be
like mortal enemies—like persona
non grata. | just had no clue. | was
just like, ‘Hey, let’s talk to this person.’”

The end result was that the group was
very grateful anyone even wanted to
hear its perspective, whether they
agreed or not. The group was thrilled
someone was even willing to have a
conversation.

“And | remember that,” Shipley says.
“l go on, and | look for people I'm
pretty sure might disagree with me,
because some of the ways that we
end up in our decision-making here,
end up as an impasse, not actually
progressing when we consider our-
selves progressives, ‘cause we’re not
really actually talking to each other
very well.”

As to Shipley’s current involvement
with boards and projects, “It's a bor-
ing answer, unfortunately,” she says.
“I was on three boards before | got
elected: Board of Zoning Appeals,
Lawrence Association of Neighbor-
hoods, and Lawrence Preservation
Alliance.”

At the moment, though, she contin-
ues, “it's ill advised to be on boards
when you’re elected,” due to percep-
tion of conflicts of interest. While she
stills go to Lawrence Association of
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LMH Health is changing the patient experience
with convenience, innovation and technology.
The LMH Health Women’s Center located at the

LMH Health West Campus provides a streamlined
service of multidisciplinary care in one place.

This means you can set up convenient same-day
appointments to check-off multiple yearly

screenings in one trip.

Call 785-505-3800 to schedule an appointment
or learn more at Imh.org/womens-health.

LMHHealth

Women’s Center

A partner for lifelong health





