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MEETING YOUR LEGISLATORS

Let’s assume that you have suddenly become aware of legislation that would hurt your members, your profession or financial resources in some way.  You have not made any attempts to meet or get to know your legislator in the past.  Your Senator is of the same political persuasion as you and would likely be sympathetic to your position.  How can you present your side of the issue and persuade him or her to act in a way that is favorable to you?

Let’s hope that it is not too late.

The best time to get to know your legislator(s) is before you need their help.  They are more inclined to help someone they know and like and whose information has proven beneficial in the past than for someone they do not know.  It’s simple human nature.  There are many ways and many opportunities for you to get involved with your representative(s).

Chapter members should take the initiative to travel to the state capital and visit with their legislators at least annually.

Fundraising events should be ongoing throughout the year and offer good opportunities for members to show their individual support to their legislators.  Attend meetings that are held locally and sponsored by area businesses or clubs.  Write letters of support to your legislator and send copies to the local media.

Working with your Legislator

Some preliminary work must be done to establish a legislative program, as follows:

1.
Develop a good constituent relationship with your legislator;

2.
Familiarize yourself with their staff;

3.
Research their political leanings and past voting record;

4.
Plan your legislative agenda – what legislation will you actively seek – don’t bite 
off 
more than you can chew.  It’s better to seek one bill and put all your energies into it.  
Reserve some of your energy to support or fight bills filed by other factions that would 
hurt your interests

Communicating by Letter

1.
Write your legislator a clear, concise letter pointing out how certain legislation can 
affect the interests of the industry you represent – community associations, for 
example.  Stress the numbers of unit owners in his or her district that it will affect.  
Make sure that your information is factual and specific.  It can either establish you 
as a 
reliable source to be consulted with or an unreliable source not worthy of their 
time.  
This is how to establish your credibility.

2.
Write about only one subject at a time.  A letter with more than one subject dilutes the 
impact of good, individual points.

3.
Be brief and to the point, but explain views and avoid gaps in the explanation.

4.
Focus on the heart of the issue, leaving out peripheral information.  You can always 
enclose background information to support your letter.  Try to limit the letter to one 
page.

5.
Always refer to the title and bill number of any legislation about which you are writing.

6.
Describe the effect the bill would have on your community, etc.  Anecdotes are powerful 
persuasions.

7.
Never be negative or combative.  Do not demand and never threaten.  Be encouraging, 
understanding and supportive.

8.
Try to avoid form letters.  The personal approach is far more effective, and portrays a 
strong opinion.  The only way a form letter will really grab a legislator’s attention is if 
there is an enormous number of them

9.
Personalize your letters, if at all possible, by referring to a previous meeting, event, 
activity or common interest.

10.
Timeliness is essential.  Write your letter when the bill is referred to committee.  Write 
again just before the bill has a hearing or when it is scheduled for a vote.

11.
Stick to the facts.  Don’t use arguments that cannot be sustained.  It will damage 
your 
credibility in future dealings with that legislator.

12.
Ask that your legislator reply with his or her position on the issue.


13.
When a reply has been received, study the arguments if the response is not what you wanted.  


If there are any misstatements of fact or incorrect assumptions, write back, correcting them.  


But when you do, keep the tone positive and try to logically refute any arguments not based on 


facts.


14.
Use letterhead that identifies you as a constituent of the legislator.  That will clearly provide an 


“edge”

Where/Who Should You Write?
It is often difficult to know where to direct your correspondence so it will do the most good.  A letter sent to the wrong place will waste your time and effort.  To avoid this, follow the suggestions below:

1.
Determine whether the issue you’re writing about is under the jurisdiction of the 
municipal, state or federal government.

2.
Determine who is the appropriate official to be contacted.  Government is extremely 
segmented.  Only those communications addressed to the appropriate official are likely to 
receive proper attention.

3.
Use proper government channels to deal with problems and requests.  Your everyday 
government employee does not respond well to heavy-handedness.  Starting at the top 
may preempt the proper channels of action and wastes time by injecting an unnecessary 
middleman into the communications process.

4.
Communicate first with the legislator who represents your district when writing about a 
legislative matter.  Although your legislator may not serve on a committee with direct 
jurisdiction over a particular bill, he or she can communicate your position to his or her 
colleagues and should the bill come to the floor for consideration, your legislator will 
have an opportunity to cast his/her vote at that time.

5.
Address correspondence properly.  If your letters show you are knowledgeable about 
properly addressing your letter, you’ll be taken more seriously.

National:






State and Local:
President of the United States




Governor:
The President






The Honorable Jane Brown

The White House





Governor of New York

1600 Pennsylvania Avenue, N.



State Capital

Washington, D.C.  20500




New York, NY  10000

Dear Mr. President:





Dear Governor Brown:

Cabinet Secretary:





State Representative:
The Honorable John Doe




The Honorable James Jones

Secretary of






Maryland House of Representatives

Washington, D.C.  20230




State Capital









Annapolis, MD  20735

Dear Secretary Doe:










Dear Representative Jones:

U.S. Senator:

The Honorable Mary Smith




State Senator:
United States Senate

Washington, D.C. 20510




The Honorable Michael Green









Maryland State Senate

Dear Senator Smith:





State Capital









Annapolis, MD  20735

U.S. Representative:









Dear Senator Green:

The Honorable John Black

U.S. House of Representatives

Washington, D.C.  20515

Dear Representative Black:

Legislative Staff

You must make an effort to meet and get to know the legislator’s staff and understand their individual roles.  Often, the very best way to reach your legislator is by cultivating a positive relationship with his or her staff.  Recognize the responsibilities of each staff member and your efforts can be properly directed, valuable time saved and successes achieved.

Don’t be fooled by appearances or expect them to fit some perceived stereotype role.  An individual sitting in front of a computer doing his/her own typing may have a PhD and have years of experience in the legislative world.  The casually dressed individual behind a crowded inauspiciously located desk answering the telephone may be one of the most respected legislative attorneys or aides in town.  So, take nothing for granted and make no assumptions.

With this in mind, some standard legislative office positions are listed and defined below:

Administrative Assistant (or A.A., as it is commonly called):

This is the legislator’s chief of staff.  His or her experience and network of contacts is 
usually very extensive, and the objectives and positions of their boss are usually well 
known.  The A.A. is more accessible than the legislator and is an ideal contact.  The 
opinion of the A.A. is respected by the legislator, so if you can sell this staffer on your 
position, your initial efforts have been very successful.

Legislative Assistant (or L.A.):


The L.A. works with legislation being considered by the committee(s) on which the 
legislator serves, often helping to draft or work with the Department of Legislative 
Reference.  The L.A. researches bills of interest and concern to the legislator’s 
constituency, determining their impact.  The L.A. also helps to determine the impact 
legislation could have on a particular industry and can, with the agreement of the 
legislator, help draft amendments to the legislation to minimize any adverse impact.  
The L.A. has a wide network of contacts within the staffs of other important committees 
who furnish information on almost any piece of legislation.  The L.A. is a technician and 
analyst of legislation with political expertise.

Aides, Assistants, and Interns:


Individuals within the state legislature with these titles handle many constituent needs.  
They are sensitive to the need for handling as many requests for help in the shortest 
amount of time with the highest positive political impact.

Delegation Secretary:


This individual often doubles as the receptionist to the delegation and as a personal 
secretary.  They screen visitors, arrange tours and keep the appointments calendar.  This 
is the person to approach to see if the time, date and location of your desired meeting fits 

in with the legislator’s schedule.  This is an important person who you should get to     know on a first-name basis.  They also serve as the “gatekeeper” for the state legislative delegation.

Things You Should Know About Legislative Staffs


These people wield enormous behind-the-scenes power.  Developing a good working 
relationship with staff assigned to your bill is almost as important as your selection of a 
legislator to lead the effort.  Staff can be very useful to your organization.  They can help 
you:


(
Meet the other members of the committee and their staff;


(
Identify likely early supporters;


(
Identify non-supporters;


(
Obtain regular status reports on your bill’s movement through the committee 


process;


(
Provide updates on where the other committee members stand on your bill;


(
Tell you how your grassroots effort can help and how it should be directed;


(
Provide information on how to get legislative report language that strengthens 


your bill


Trust is very important.  Always keep commitments to staff to hold priority information 
in confidence.  Keep all commitments to staff.


It is important to recognize staffers who have been extremely helpful to you.  Presenting 
a plaque, or other similar recognition, before an appropriate group is one way.  But 
remember, the most significant recognition should always go to the legislator.

What You Should Know to Help “Sell” Your Legislator

An important “key” to enrolling your legislator with your way of thinking is by starting early.  There are weeks and months between the time a bill is filed, receives a committee hearing and is reported on the floor for voting.  The closer you get to the vote, the heavier the lobbying becomes.  If you’re not careful, your arguments and statistics can become lost in the floor of  last-minute letters, telegrams and visits received by your legislator.  Your legislator will have more time to convince his colleagues of your position and the merits of your arguments if made in advance.

To become frustrated because you cannot “sell” your legislator on a particular piece of legislation as a result of a first contact is truly unrealistic

Understand that almost any piece of legislation will be modified before it comes to a vote.  If your own representative belongs to one of the committees and/or subcommittees that marked up the bill, he/she will be able to offer and vote on amendments to the bill and on provisions in the bill as it was introduced.

By the time a bill reaches the floor of the Senate or House for a vote, it rarely resembles the original version.  Keep it in mind that your representative cannot always fully control this.  However, if your representative is a member of the committee who reviewed and reported out your bill and is serious about wanting to help, he/she is in a good position to have a major influence, depending on the political balance.  Modification of legislative language is far easier at the committee level.

Legislators must be fully aware of the political consequences of any decision to support or oppose legislation.  Few legislators are so firmly entrenched in their own district that they feel free to merely follow the dictates of their own conscience.  Typically, the legislator gathers as many facts as possible, weighs the opinions of different blocks of voters within their own constituency, considers the position of their party leaders, and then injects his/her own conscience before assuming a position

You should feel comfortable in asking your representative to state his/her own opinion about specific provisions in a piece of legislation.  He/she may initially appear to be supportive of the bill and by asking this question, you may learn that there is only a portion of the bill that is disagreeable.  You may be able to “talk” your legislator out of their concern or, knowing exactly what the concern is, you may be able to strike some reasonable compromise that does not defeat the spirit of the bill.
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How to Work With a Senate or House Committee


The fate of most legislation is decided at the committee or subcommittee level.  This is a 
fact of life and you should accept it and conduct your program accordingly.


Committees hold hearings on bills that have been sent to them.  These hearings allow 
individual members or groups who expect to benefit or suffer from a bill to attend and 
present their opinions.  Expert testimony is invited.  You should utilize the help and 
support of any member who has established a relationship with a member of any 
committee assigned to review your bill.  Contacts should be made even before the bill is 
heard.  Once that happens, some major, unexpected event or revelation must occur at the 
hearing before a change of position occurs.  That can be some new unexpected testimony 
or a hearing room that is packed by people taking a different position than the legislator.  
Surprises like this are effective, but not well received by a legislator who you have 
lobbied

Your Representative should receive a well-written carefully researched statement of your position on the proposed legislation.
THE LEGISLATIVE PROCESS

Bill Drafting and Introduction

Every member of the state Senate and House of Delegates (Representatives) has authority to introduce legislation in the chamber where he/she holds office.  A bill’s success depends on many things:  how many members support it; the skill of its sponsors in moving it through the complicated committee and floor procedures; and the sponsor’s expertise in the subject area of the legislation.

Ideas for legislation may originate with the legislator, or it may be suggested by an interest group or constituent.  A bill maybe introduced “by request,” which often sends a signal to their colleagues that, while they have sponsored it, they don’t necessarily support it.  The bill is usually drafted by a staff member or most often, by the Department of Legislative Reference or Office of Legislative Counsel.  This department may have a different name in different states, but basically, it is a department responsible for, upon request, researching and drafting legislation.

Clearly, bills that are introduced by the chairman of a committee or subcommittee to which it is referred have the greatest chance of being enacted into law.


When several members wish to introduce the same bill, all of their names are listed at the top of the bill.  They are known as co-sponsors.  The original sponsor’s name is listed first.  Addition sponsors may be added.  Their names will appear on subsequent reprints of the bill.

Once a bill is introduced, it is referred by the Speaker of the House or the President of the Senate to the committee or committees having jurisdiction over the subject matter.  When more than one committee is involved, the second committee usually does not begin action until the first committee completes its markup, if any.  Due to the extra time involved, such multiple referrals make it indeed harder to pass.

Subcommittee Action

Bills sent to a subcommittee receive their most extensive study there.  The subcommittees are assigned specific portions of a committee’s legislative jurisdiction.  They also have oversight power of state agencies, boards and departments that regulate matters within their subject areas.  The chair has a virtual free rein to explore, research and legislate within those bounds.  Legislation is passed to a subcommittee by the chairman of a full committee, and likely has a time limit on their action.

In most states, subcommittee chairmen are appointed by a caucus of the party committee members, with the exception of the Appropriations Committees, whose chair/ranking minority members are appointed by the members of the full caucus of subcommittee members.

In the Senate, each committee has its own rules on the appointment of subcommittee chairs.  Many Senate committees are small enough that each of the majority of Senators may chair the subcommittee in which he or she is the most interested.

The subcommittee chair has a great deal of discretion in determining the agenda.  Personal political orientations are reflected in the choice of topics to be acted upon.  Subcommittee action is often timed with state political events to conjure up public support for a cause.

Subcommittee actions on bills include hearings and markups.  Hearings are called to gather public and expert testimony.  Interested state and appropriate local governments are usually first to testify.  If there is insufficient time for all interested parties to testify, written testimony is accepted for the record.  These hearings establish a public record of the history relating to the subject of the legislation.  Often, hearings are used to form or affect public opinion.  Hearings 

may also be used to pacify a particular interest group.  Generally, hearings are open to the public.

After the hearing, oral and written testimony is gathered and an official record is made.  The subcommittee chair will then use this information to determine the next step.

Tallies of Support

It is important to keep a confidential support tally, giving your judgments regarding legislators’ positions.  You could code your list, as follows:


The following are some possibilities:

1.
Begin subcommittee markups of existing proposed legislation;

2.
Allow the subcommittee to write its own bill in the markup session;

3.
Or introduce legislation of his/her own

[Mark-up Sessions]

Members may:

1.
Amend bill; 
2.
Rewrite portions;

3.
Or draft completely different 
legislation. 
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Committee staff closely examines legislation in markup sessions.

This is usually the result of an interest group, association or company who is concerned with the legislation.  The small size of these subcommittees allows a lot of opportunities for “horse trading” among its members who are interested in garnering sufficient commitments to pass their own amendments.

Votes are then taken on provisions of the legislation.  A majority of votes are necessary for passage.  A tie vote loses.  The subcommittee’s decisions are written into legislative language by its staff, whose technical expertise and ready access to date are indispensable during markup sessions.  The drafting of a clean bill may be necessary, which the subcommittee chair would then sponsor.  The bill is then passed on to the full committee with their recommendations, as follows:


Some states will provide, for a reasonable fee, copies of hearing transcripts – either taped or hard copy.  Copies of any written testimony received is also available for a reasonable fee.

Typical Committees of State Legislatures

Senate

Agriculture, Nutrition & Forestry

Appropriations

Banking, Housing & Urban Affairs

Budget

Energy & Natural Resources

Environment & Public Works

Finance

Government Affairs

Labor & Human Resources

Rules & Administration

House/Assembly

Agriculture

Appropriations

Armed Services

Banking, Finance & Urban Affairs

Education & Labor

Government Operations

House Administration

Judiciary

Public Works & Transportation Rules

Small Business

Standards of Official Conduct (Ethics)

Ways & Means



Committee Chairs

Committee chairs have abundant powers.  They decide the matters their committees will act on, or even consider, during the legislative session.  Chairs have greater access to staff and budget than anyone else.  They determine when and if the bill will be heard.

Committee Action

Committees first turn to state agencies involved in a piece of legislation for their comments and recommendations.  They also look for a fiscal impact statement on each and every bill before them.  The committee may repeat any and all actions of the subcommittee, or it may simply meet briefly and vote to send the bill to floor.

The committee may direct that staff take a bill already before it and mark changes in the text that would make it consistent with the committee’s recommendations.  This “reported bill” is reprinted with its original language noted it italic print.  These recommended changes, or “committee amendments,” are the first order of business when the bill reaches the floor.

To avoid floor votes on committee amendments, the committee may direct staff to draft a “clean bill,” molding committee recommendations into a cohesive piece of legislation that then goes to the floor intact.  Clean bills are usually sponsored by the committee or subcommittee chair.

Accompanying a committee report is a justification for the need for such legislation.  The report outlines the purpose, scope and intent of the bill, summarizing how it would change existing public law, explaining each committee amendment and each section of the bill and giving expense estimates.  It may also contain “minority” views, which can be very helpful in presenting arguments against provisions of the legislation.  Theoretically, legislation cannot be 

considered on the floor of either chamber until a committee report is made available to the legislators.  However, the rule can be waived by special agreement.

Committee chairs have abundant powers they decide the matters their committees will act on, or even consider…
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Presenting Testimony

If you have never visited your Representative or delegate or Senator, you may be in for a surprise.

Often, the atmosphere in these two houses appears calm, relaxed and organized.  What isn’t obvious is the hard work that is conducted in the various committees behind the scenes.  Most of the basic work on the bills that reach the floor in the Senate or the House have already been reviewed and hearings held by an appropriate committee.  During those all-important public hearings, your legislative action committee may wish to attend to provide testimony on a particular bill.  The following is a list of things that should and should not be done when presenting public testimony.

DO

1.
Notify the appropriate committee of your interest and desire to present testimony.  
Remember, most committees usually set deadlines for accepting requests to testify.  
Sometimes, however, witnesses may sign up just before the meeting.

2.
Advise your own representative or senator of your request to testify

3.
Whenever your legislator requests that you testify, be willing to do so.  If your 
schedule simply will not permit it, provide an alternative witness.

4.
Prepare your testimony well in advance so that you will have an opportunity to 
review it with others on your legislative committee, other industry members, and 
staff members.

5.
Rehearse your witnesses.  Get in touch with staff members from the various offices 
to find out what kinds of questions legislators are likely to ask so your witnesses are 
not caught off guard.  Prepare a briefing book for the witness, complete with a list of 
possible questions and appropriate responses.  The witness should rehearse, 
especially if this is a new experience for them.

6.
Be sure that you consider and research any opposition to your position.  You may be 
asked questions about both sides of your issue

7.
Plan to attend the full hearing, even if your testimony will not be needed until near 
the end.

8.
Try to visit each member of the committee with whom you are personally 
acquainted, or at a minimum your own representative, and discuss your testimony.  
Urge him or her to attend the hearing.  Often, such contacts will note your 
constituent relationship to other members of the committee.  If this happens, 
what 
might otherwise have been aggressive questioning may be more moderate in nature.

9.
A lengthy, typed statement is okay to submit for the record but do NOT read it 
verbatim.  It will be much more effective if it is summarized in three to seven 
minutes.  Full text can be supplied for the committee record.  Follow the committee 
rules as to the number of copies of your testimony that you need to submit.  Always 
provide additional copies for any press who may be at the hearing.

10.
Relate personal experiences – past, present, or potential – for the legislation 
proposed by the committee.  While you may be representing a broad array of 
dispute resolution practices, your own experience tends to bring the testimony down 
to a more personal level, which is very effective and persuasive.

11.
Make sure that your legislator is educated – that he or she knows the number of his 
or her constituents you represent.  Supply demographics and fully explain the 
industry.  Make sure he or she understands how the legislation will affect your 
members and his constituents.

12.
Get to know your legislator and other members of the committee.  Find out what 
bills these members have been involved in and if they have just had something 
before another committee.  make sure you mention it.  The legislator will feel that 
you have taken a little bit of extra effort to get to know what he is doing and the 
response will be very positive.

13.
Read the bill being considered and make sure all available analyses are consulted.  
You cannot anticipate all questions on a bill you have not read.

14.
Relax and be yourself!  A hearing is a normal process and people testify all the time.  
Committee members rely on your informed expertise in order to make good 
decisions.

15.
Dress sharply, but conservatively.

16.
Keep your presentation within the committee’s time limits.  Know how much time 
you will have to speak.

17.
At the conclusion of the hearing, thank all members in attendance.  Send thank you 
notes to the Chair and members of the committee for allowing you to testify.

18.
Remember to thank the committee staff members of the committee members and 
any others who were particularly helpful.  Follow-up with these aides on the status 
of the legislation.

19.
Provide copies of your testimony to your local newspaper.  Be prepared to answer 
their questions.

20.
Be sure to copy the members of the committee and your legislator with any press 
coverage that occurs.

DON’T

1.
Don’t assume that your testimony is not needed because another colleague is 
testifying who shares your same position.  The weight of evidence, particularly when 
backed by personal experience, is very effective when the committee actually 
begins 
to write or revise a bill.

2.
Don’t be disappointed if only a few members are present when you testify.  Those 
who are there are interested in what you have to say.  The members who are absent 
will receive a summary of your testimony from their own staff members in 
attendance.

3.
Don’t testify if you are uncomfortable speaking before a group.  If you are not 
comfortable, chances are you will probably not be good at delivering it.  Find 
someone who is knowledgeable on the issue and is comfortable in this sort of 
situation to deliver your testimony.

4.
Don’t be long-winded.  Less is better.  Keep it short and to the point.  Don’t get into 
every intricacy.

5.
Don’t be overly awed by legislators.  Despite possible provocation, be calm and 
respectful.

6.
Don’t’ hesitate to say that you cannot answer a question.  You can get yourself into 
great difficulty believing that immediate answers must be given to every question 
asked.  If you want to reply but need time for thought or research, ask if you can 
submit a response for the record.  Usually, such an offer will be accepted.

7.
Don’t be bashful about bringing charts, graphs, or other visual aids that may help 
present your side.  Notify the committee ahead of time that you intend to do this, 
however.  Include copies as part of your prepared testimony to be submitted for the 
committee record.  Legislators have long and confusing days and being able to look 
at a chart or graph helps to deliver the message.  Some of our issues can’t be 
portrayed well this way.  But, where it can be used, it should be well received.

Federal Tax Law Limitations on Lobbying
It is a common misbelief that 501c3 organizations cannot lobby. They can, but the question is how much. There is a vague standard in the 501c3 statute that “no substantial part” of a chapter’s activities can be for lobbying. Interpretations of “substantial” on a case by case have been as low as 5% and as high as 50%. During the Nixon Administration, IRS investigated the Sierra Club’s tax status when the Sierra Club was opposing environmental policies of Interior Secretary James Watt. (The Sierra Club voluntarily gave up its 501c3 status so it could do unlimited lobbying.) Because of the uncertainty in the nonprofit world as to what the standard would be at any given time, in 1976 Congress created a safe harbor called Section 501(h). Tax exempt organizations may elect to come under this section by filing a simple form (Form 5768). 

If an organization files to come under 501h, then the safe harbor limit is a sliding scale starting at 20% of all expenditures and going down as budgets get into the multimillion dollar range. If a chapter’s total expenditures are $10,000, then the chapter can spend up to $2,000 on lobbying.

Within that $2,000 there is a sub-limit on grassroots lobbying (influencing the public on specific legislation). The sublimit is 25% of what the chapter spends on overall lobbying, or in this case, $500. Expenses are lobbying or grassroots lobbying when they are specific to legislation or regulation. So a full page ad that says mediation is great, even if it is placed in the state employees association newsletter, is not lobbying.  

Here is a practical example: Leaders of Chapter A want to mobilize members to fight a budget cut for the state office of conflict resolution. Can they do this? 

Answer: since the chapter has no staff and was spending no money, the activity is within limits. If the chapter paid for a phone bank, or reimbursed members who drove or flew to the state capital, or paid for hotel rooms, then there would be a problem, since those expenses may be relatively large in comparison to the overall chapter budget.

There is one other restriction, regardless of whether an organization files under 501h or not. 501c3 organizations may not give money, raise money, spend money or indicate support of a candidate for public office at any level of government. That is an absolute “no-no.” Equal time is not a way around it. A chapter is permitted to invite elected officials to conferences and meetings, and even give awards to officials. However, once an incumbent official has filed candidate papers for the next election, the person becomes a candidate, and the chapter should keep its distance until after the election. 
DEVELOPING A GRASSROOTS APPROACH 

TO THE LEGISLLATIVE PROCESS
“All politics is local,” according to a former Speaker of the House Thomas “Tip” O’Neill.  That’s why effective lobbying requires a legislative network.  The central mission of a network is empowerment – helping people know how and when to take action on issues important to them and those they serve.  Legislative networks, or grassroots organization, are time-consuming to organize and maintain.  They require thoughtful attention.  The term “grassroots” refers to organized efforts by groups with mutual interests to promote broad support for or against specific issues.  It is the act of bringing issues to the attention of lawmakers and the public.  One technique is to stimulate communications by letters, telegrams, or personal visits with their legislators.  People must be motivated to participate in the political process by keeping them aware of the status of issues affecting our industry.  Becoming politically aware will make our members appreciate our sincerity.  They must understand your interest in influencing legislation.  They may not understand the process but they must understand its importance.

The next step is to develop a communication network.  This network is extremely important for future success.  It can be as simple or as fancy as you like, but the communication should be ongoing.  If you can afford to make it monthly, do so.  If not, quarterly is okay.  The newsletter can include articles on important legislation, regulatory news, or important election year news.  Your newsletter can then be the primary vehicle for requesting grassroots assistance when needed.  Try to make it both informative and interesting.  Use pictures, if possible.  You might consider incorporating issue-oriented articles, quizzes, polls, and lists of contributors.  Cartoons are always very popular as well.  This will all help to make your newsletter informative and enjoyable to read, while at the same time cultivating an intelligent, informed, and active grassroots support.  The following are some ideas that you might like to incorporate or expand on to support your efforts.


1.
Visit to state capitols.  Organize a trip for not only the members of your chapter, 


but also other interested members within your state.  Let them see the state 


legislature in action.  Have a meeting to explain your legislative agenda.  



Schedule one-on-one visits between your members and their own legislators.  


While the main purpose ought to be familiarizing your legislator with their 


constituency, it can also be used to touch on your legislative agenda.


2.
Political awareness luncheons.  Select a legislative issue; find experts; reserve a 


room at a restaurant or hotel, and have a “Dutch treat” lunch.  This is an excellent 


opportunity to educate your members on your issues and, in turn, solidify the role 


they should play in the grassroots efforts.  If you can lure your state senator or 


representative, all the better.  If he or she has provided you with helpful assistance 

and support in the past, this is a great time to present a plaque or certificate.  Be 


sure that pictures are taken and presented to the local media with the press release.  

Legislators love this type of positive enforcement.  It is important to cultivate the 


notion among your legislators that the dispute resolution community is a powerful 

political base.

3.
Keeping your Network Alive.  Thinking about your grassroots network only when 

action 
is needed will not work.  They need to be communicated with often, kept 


up-to-date, and thanked regularly and often.  Grassroots networks atrophy if not 


kept alive by ongoing 
activity.

Tips for Developing an Effective Grassroots Network

1.
Train and educate your grassroots members. They must know the issue backwards and 
forwards and must understand precisely how they can help.  Keep these members 
informed at all times.  Remember, the more involved your members are in the day-to-day 
activities, the more positive they will view their participation in grassroots activities.

2.
Understand the need to be very communicative with your membership.  Let them know 
what you are doing and how you are going about it; who the players are; how the 
legislation will help or hurt them; and, most importantly, how they can help.  Be sure to 
express appreciation for their help and keep them apprised on the progress.

3.
Provide grassroots members with instructional materials.  These may include copies of 
letters that have been sent or copies of testimony delivered.  Provide status reports.  It is 
extremely important that information be free-flowing.  Have them send you copies of 
letters they have written and status reports on any contacts they have made.

4.
Assign each one of your grassroots members certain key legislators to cover.  Spread 
responsibility and make everyone feel part of the team.

5.
Recognize the input of your members.  Members who use their time, financial resources, 
talent, skills and political clout to help bring about positive results need recognition of 
their efforts.  You may even wish to establish a system of “rewards.”  Present certificates 
of appreciation or special achievement.

6.
Keep focused.  Address those issues that specifically affect your members.  Avoid 
unfocused general legislation.

7.
Legislative training is extremely important.  Make every effort to identify your members’ 
legislative districts and their representatives.  Encourage all members to contact their 
legislators.  

8.
Establish a program to help your members overcome a natural feeling of intimidation 
about approaching state legislative bodies and-or congressional representatives.  It has 
been said that putting freshmen activists in the position of calling on seasoned legislators 
is akin to tossing meat into a hungry lion’s cage.  Help them to take one step at a time.

9.
Obtain information from various sources.  You may find a need to subscribe to several 
publications – some may be high-priced, some may not be.  Appropriate publications can 
be very helpful.

10.
Seek out coalitions that you can work with to further help your issue.  Choose those that 
do not have high-price memberships.  Also avoid high-priced lobbying firms.

11.
For urgent messages that cannot wait for the monthly newsletter, set up a “Fax Alert” or 
“Email Alert.”  Consider asking chapter members to subscribe to it.  Use only when there 
is time-sensitive information to share and the recipient is being asked to react.  Do not 
over-use this means of communicating – it lessens the urgency of your messages.

12.
You may also try using the “Alert Tree.”  Specific individuals are alerted, and in turn 
agree to alert other predetermined members to a new development.  This is a fast 
effective way of communicating and the cost is spread around.

13.
Invite a legislator to visit a mediation chapter.  If the chapter has an annual picnic, golf 
outing or other similar event, invite the legislator.  Display signs welcoming him or her.  
If that particular legislator has helped to support your effort, present a plaque or 
certificate during the event and follow-up with a press release and photograph.

14.
Develop special champions within the legislature.  You can’t expect to know everything 
or everybody.  Identify a member or a group of members you believe will be helpful and 
supportive.  Make a champion out of him or her.  It will open the door to go back and ask 
the same legislator for assistance in the future.

15.
Visit your federal legislators in their home districts.  This is essential in helping your 
organization’s national efforts, which eventually benefit the industry as a whole.  Few 
legislators will sponsor or cosponsor a piece of legislation if their constituency fails to 
show support.  Often, all it takes for a member of Congress to cosponsor a bill is for a 
group within his or her district to ask.  You can reach any member of Congress by calling 
202-224-3121.  It is almost as fast as calling their number directly.

16.
Communicate on a regular basis with your legislators.  Use balance – be vigilant, but 
don’t be a pest.  You can often be equally as effective advancing your bill as an 
amendment to another related bill.  Investigate the amendment process.  Versatility and 
flexibility pay off.

17.
Encourage your grassroots members to become involved in local campaigns.  This is a 
great way to know some of the players and is essential in furthering your cause.

18.
Avoid high-priced entertainment at the capitol.  Staff will attend, but legislators probably 
will not.  It is not necessary to spend a great deal of money on staff to develop a 
relationship that will be advantageous to your efforts.  Holding a simple cocktail 
reception will likely get more attendees than a fancy breakfast or dinner.

19.
Be gracious to elected officials.  Even when you fail to convince them of an 
overwhelming need for legislation, let them know how much you appreciate the time they 
gave you.  You never know when they can help in the future.

WRITING TO YOUR LEGISLATOR

The following is a format that has proven most effective over the years:

1.
Use the correct heading, salutation and address.  Use a return address on the envelope, 
because envelopes do get misplaced

2.
Write on your legislation action committee stationary or other business stationary 
with a 
local address to show that you are a constituent.

3.
Identify the bill or legislative issue early on in the letter.  A description simply will not 
take the place of a bill number

4.
Be brief.  A letter stands a higher chance of being read if it is stated concisely.  A type 
written letter should not be longer than a page.  Quality, not quantity will get a 
legislators attention.

5.
Stick to one subject.  This gives your call or letter far more impact.  Therefore, identify 
your subject clearly and provide the bill name and/or number if possible.  Keep letters to 
one page.  Mention your professional status and state that you are a constituent.  

6.
Write the letter when the issue is current.  Time the arrival of your letters for mid-week, 
when the mail is less heavy.

7.
Explain your position very simply in your own words.  Indicate how the bill or 
amendment will impact the chapter and you personally, if possible.  Don’t expect your 

legislator to be an expert on all matters.

8.
Ask for a specific response.  Urge your legislator to support or oppose a bill, cosponsor 
an amendment, or take whatever action you would like taken.  Always ask for a reply, but 
don’t demand that it be done.  Never ask for the impossible and never threaten.

9.
Be polite.  Never personally attack or argue, and thank members for their vote or other 
positive action.  Members appreciate complimentary letters.  If they don’t help you, it’s 
okay to communicate your disappointment and ask that they reconsider their position.

10.
Be personal and sincere.  Be firm and direct; never demure or conversely, threatening.  
Form letters and petitions have less effect than a personal letter.

11.
Grassroots members should write personalized letters if possible.  Form letters 
ordinarily receive form replies, while handwritten letters often gain personal responses.  
However, a person’s own views can be developed from background material or sample 
letters furnished by a company.

Other Communications
Telephone Calls

Telephone Calls from your grassroots network can be a valuable tool.  These calls will usually be received by a member of a legislator’s staff and your views conveyed to the legislator.  Spread the campaign over several days.  Never intentionally irritate those in the legislative office who often receive an avalanche of calls in a small time frame.  This puts a strain on staff and 

weakens the effort of each individual call.
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Use a legislator’s direct line.  Legislators and staff are very busy, so keep calls to a maximum of 3 to 4 minutes.  Refer to notes in advance so that the call goes smoothly, but never read your “script.”  The following introduction is a good example.


If the legislator is still undecided, ask that they write you regarding their position on the bill.  Give your name, address and phone number and express gratitude.

Finally, while it doesn’t hurt to communicate with your legislator periodically, DO NOT call or write frequently to philosophize or argue.  Never become combatant.  It can turn a potentially receptive legislator against your initiative when he or she might have otherwise been supportive.  Be respectful at all times.  And, show your appreciation for their time, consideration and support.

Faxes, Telegrams, and Mailgrams

These electronic forms of communications can be an affective alternative to regular mail, and are especially useful if a vote is imminent.  However, they should be used sparingly, faxes, telegrams and mailgrams should provide the same information as a phone call, with equal brevity.  Some legislators do not give out their fax numbers because of the potential high volume of faxed messages.  For that reason, it is best to limit fax communications to those legislators with whom you have a constituent relationship.

One Approach to Developing A Grassroots Network

If you are just starting to develop your grassroots network, you might send a letter to all members in your state to solicit interest in participating.  A sample letter is below.


LOBBYISTS, LOBBYISTS, LOBBYISTS


Effective Grassroots Lobbying Network Rules At-A-Glance

1.
Make enrollment easy.

2.
Use your chapter leaders to promote enrollment.  Use your chapter presidents to 
commend your best grassroots activists.

3.
Keep written “alerts” short—one sheet of paper (front and back).  Be brief, clear and 
accurate.

4.
Never exceed on subject in any alert or in any communication with the members of your 
state legislature or Congress.

5.
Try not to issue more than six-eight alerts in any one year.

6.
If possible, allow 3-4 weeks between alerts.  In this way, they will assume more 
importance and urgency by your members.

7.
Have your activists write as concerned citizens first, and members of the chapter, second.

9.
Try to avoid form letters or pre-printed postcards.  However, if there is a choice between 
form letters and no letters, the former is better.

10.
Encourage your activists to contact and visit the district offices of their legislators.

11.
Keep your activists informed about legislative developments on the subjects of your 
legislative alerts.  A “Capitol Update” is particularly appropriate during long periods of 
time between alerts, time permitting.

12.
Never stop building your network.

Lobbying Tips

1.
Develop a grassroots network.  Encourage members to write to their legislators and 
help them with what should be said and when.  A grassroots network is essential.  Search 
for members who are interested in this type of activity.  Promote letter-writing 
campaigns.

2.
Be certain your objectives are clearly defined.  You need to spend your time 
advocating issues and interacting with your grassroots members.

3.
Build support on your issues from the bottom up.  Coalition building, grassroots and 
media relations are the most important tools.  Remember to be loyal to support you 
receive – if you say you are going to do something, do it.

4.
Develop relationships early on in the process.  Don’t wait until the vote is about to take 
place to begin educating and informing your legislator of your position.  Be timely in 
your visits, however.  Your legislator will not be able to focus on the issue and won’t pay 
a great deal of attention if it is too early on in the process.  But, if you wait too long, the 
legislator may have already formed a position.  Timing is everything!

5.
Research the issue and differing opinions before deciding on your position.  
Familiarize yourself with legislator’s voting records on similar issues.  Know your 
opposition’s arguments and shoot them down, but with professionalism.  Consider 
hiring an expert on an issue to help you foresee and answer all questions that may be 
asked 

6.
When presenting your position, keep it simple and easy to comprehend.  Use visuals 
whenever possible.

7.
 Always keep positions papers short and concise.  Do not waste anyone’s time, 
including your own.  Know what points to emphasize and what to summarize.

8.
Visit your legislator.  Take along a group of individuals who will be affected by the 
legislation.  Let these people discuss how the legislation will specifically affect them.  
Legislators will often remember the people affected more than the specifics of the 
legislation.

9.
Always sing with one voice.  If you do not, you will appear to have dissention among the 
ranks, you will confuse the legislators, and perhaps damage your credibility.

10.
If lobbying a bill at the federal (national) level, visit your legislators in their home 
districts more frequently than in Washington.  This will identify you more directly as a 
constituent.

11.
Research legislative initiatives enacted by other states.  You may be able to gain 
valuable insight as to how you can handle the same issues in your own state.  Stay tuned 
and alert to not only what is going on in your state, but others around you as well.  
Sooner or later, Washington may deal with these same issues.

12.
Never lie to a legislator or misrepresent the facts to strengthen your arguments.  
Accuracy cannot be stressed enough.  Maintain your credibility.  If you harm your 
credibility, it will be very difficult to overcome or correct.

13.
Don’t ever make a legislator or the legislature look bad.  Never discuss a particular 
legislators motives with others.  If a legislator makes a commitment that was difficult to 
deliver, keep it to yourself.

14.
Don’t waste your time on fruitless debate with known adversaries.  As the saying 
goes, “Never try to teach a pig how to sing, it wastes your time and annoys the pig.”

15.
Quit when you are ahead.  When you have made your point and the decision is likely to 
be in your favor, you can only hurt yourself by belaboring the point.

16.
Respond to your opponents’ arguments.  Rebuttals are extremely important – 
statements or accusations that go unrebutted will be accepted as fact.

17.
Don’t ever take defeat personally.  If you do, don’t allow it to show.  It could be 
damaging to your relationship with individuals you may need on your side on other 
issues.  You have other things to do.  Move on.

18.
Always keep your grassroots members and your legislators up to date with new 
information.  They will appreciate it and come to rely on you.

19.
Focus lobbying efforts mainly on the legislator’s staff.  They have direct access to the 
legislator.  Meet with them to explain precisely what you are trying to accomplish and 
why.  Drop by the office occasionally just to say “hi” – even when you don’t need a favor 
or a request. 

20.
Entertain staff and legislators wisely and with purpose.  Don’t allow yourself to 
become known as the best free lunch in town.

21.
Hold “mixers” around the state and invite your legislators.  This should be primarily 
for social purposes only.  The legislators will be able to interact with and get to know 
their constituents.  This will help build familiarity for future work.

22.
Be helpful to legislators whenever you can.  If you can help with a constituent problem, 
do it; but don’t expect quid pro quo.

23.
Let yourself be seen in the right places at the right time.  Do not show up only when 
you have an ax to grind.

24.
Don’t ever let your ego show.  There is room for only one ego in a relationship between 
a lobbyist and a legislator – and that’s the legislator’s!

25.
Be prompt, courteous, respectful, and responsive.

26.
Use press releases to make statements or take a stand on actions by the legislature.  
The information must be important, new and written concisely.  It should be written 
concisely, the most important information in the first paragraph, with the balance in 
descending order of importance.

27.
Write letters to the editor to increase the awareness of your situation.  They can be 
used to respond to negative editorials or press stories.  It should be tightly written using 
short sentences with strong active verbs and few adjectives.  Use examples whenever 
possible; avoid attacking your opposition.

Three Important Points to Remember in Talking to Your Legislator





1.	Be Prepared.  Never go 	unprepared.  	Know the bill and 	how it impacts those who 	support it.  Be able to 	identify the 	opposition and offer ways to 	neutralize it.





2.	Don’t be Shy.  You are part of the 	district your legislator represents.  	He/she wants and needs your 	support.





3.	Ask for Some Action.  You may ask 	for a vote of support, a vote 	against, or for an introduction of a 	new bill or amendment at the 	committee or floor level.





There are basically two types of bills:





1)	Private – for individuals or groups of individuals





2)	Public – affects the state by creating or changing existing








	S = Supports		LTS = Leaning Towards Support		U = Undecided





		LAS = Leaning Against Support		A = Against








1.	Pass;


2.	Pass, with amendments, including documentation surrounding a controversy;


3.	Kill.








Caller:  Hello, my name is_________, and I are a constituent of Sen. / Rep. ____________, and I’m calling to urge him/her to support HR#s, a bill that will – (explain how legislation will help or hurt you).  Can you tell me how Senator or Representative ______________plans to vote on it?





September 27, 2008





Dear Member:





The chapter of ______________ has an important request.  We are looking for volunteers – people who care enough about our chapter’s future, on their own time, using their own stationary to contact their legislators about bills of interest or concern.  We are inviting you to be one of those volunteers.





Let me explain.  In the past ten to fifteen years, lawmakers have become more and more insulated from their constituencies.  As a result, many people have been “turned off” by the system, so that today, for example, government legislators and regulators often make vital judgments without consulting people affected by their decision.  Wee need your help in letting our legislators know that any bill influencing dispute resolution should receive the support and endorsement of this chapter.  We are the experts in this industry – who have banded together to strengthen the industry.





Please call _____________to register yourself as a member of our (Letter writing 


campaign, phone tree, or other section of our grassroots organizational structure).














Arizona has the highest lobbyist-to-legislator ratio in the United States, with 28 lobbyists to each legislator, according to a survey by “Lobbyists and Influence”, a monthly newsletter published by the Global Success Corporation.





Vermont (1.6 lobbyists per legislator) and New Hampshire (one lobbyist for every two legislators) had the lowest ratios.  More than 50,000 lobbyists registrations were analyzed to determine how many lobbyists were vying for state legislator attention.
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