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Effective Grassroots Lobbying:

How to approach your legislators

This booklet is intended to provide simple but effective guidelines on how to influence state or federal elected officials who represent you and your family member with mental retardation.  

Whether by letter or in person, your goal is to always provide reliable, honest information based on personal experience and knowledge as a parent, guardian, family member and/or advocate.



You should provide legislators and their staff with written information that will help them arrive at a logical and responsible decision that will be in keeping with the outcome you are seeking.  The more they hear from you and others, the more their awareness level on that subject increases, and the greater is your opportunity to prevail.  

Remember, like all of us, legislators have a learning curve.  It is our job to help an elected official become more educated and more comfortable with an issue that is vital to you, their constituent.  They need and want your help in telling them how legislation would affect people in their district. 

The following tip sheets are enclosed:

1. Tips for Calling Your Legislator

2. Tips for Writing Your Legislator

3. Tips for Meeting Your Legislator

4. Events to Connect Elected-Officials and Constituents:

          Legislative Days and Legislative Fly-Ins

5. Tips for E-Mailing Your Legislator

EFFECTIVE LOBBYING IS BASED ON FRIENDLY, INFORMATIVE, 

RESPECTFUL, LONG-TERM RELATIONSHIPS.

Tips for Calling Your Legislators
Plan: Before you make the call, plan what you are going to say. Your phone call will be very brief, so keep your message simple and to-the-point. Take a moment to think about it—you might even want to make some notes—and you’ll find that your call goes more smoothly than if you were to call “off the cuff.” Know your request in as few words as possible, for example, “Please support Senate Bill 5.” 

Message: After identifying (and writing down) your request, think about a key point or personal story that supports your position.

Call: Make the call. If your legislator is in your home district on specific days or on weekends, call them when they are in your home district. There is more time and less distraction, and your position as a constituent will be enhanced if you are talking on “home turf.”


Staff or Message: You may not be able to reach your legislator at the Capitol. Be prepared to talk to one of the legislator’s staff or to leave a message instead. Make sure you get the staff person’s full name, and treat them with respect.

Constituent: Begin by stating that you are a constituent or that you are calling on behalf of a constituent. Legislators are most responsive to the people who can keep them in office—their constituents. If you voted for the legislator, mention that as well.

Persuade: Get to the point. State the reason for the call. 


Thank You: Regardless of their position, thank the legislator for his or her time. 

Recruit: Recruit a like-minded friend, family member, or colleague to make a call as well. Particularly with phone calls, quantity is critical. Legislators pay attention to issues when they believe that many of their constituents care about that issue.

Report: Report your call. When you’re part of a grassroots lobbying effort, your participation is helpful only if the people mobilizing the effort know about it. Let your grassroots organization know that you made the call, and report anything of importance that the legislator said.

Call Back: Call more than once and get your family, friends, neighbors, co-workers and others to call. Quantity is as important, if not more important, than quality in grassroots advocacy, because a high number of calls indicates to a legislator that many people in their district care about an issue. As you monitor the issue, call back to ask for specific support or action as is appropriate to the process.
Source: Wisconsin Energy Cooperative

http://www.wfcmac.coop/coops/wfc/government/lobbytips.htm 

Tips for Writing Your Legislators

Begin by stating that you are a constituent or are writing on behalf of a constituent. Make sure you write your return address on the envelope, so that the legislator’s office staff knows immediately that you are a constituent. If you are sending an e-mail, state that you are a constituent in the subject line. 

Personalize your letter. Research consistently shows that handwritten letters have the most impact. In making your case on the issue, use personal examples to further distinguish your letter and briefly describe your family member’s situation – level of mental retardation and disability and the supports he/she requires. Include with your letter a fact sheet on mental retardation that defines (mild, moderate, severe and profound) and describes the different levels of mental retardation. 

If the legislator has supported your issues in the past, acknowledge this. Give reasons why the legislator must continue or intensify his or her support.

Show restraint. Keep your letter brief—one to one-and-a-half pages at the most. 

Quantity Counts. Persuade a like-minded friend, family member, or colleague to write a letter as well. Again, quantity is critical. Legislators pay attention to issues when they believe that many of their constituents care about that issue.

Follow up. In the letter, ask your legislator for a response. To get a better picture of your legislator’s position, consider following your letter with a phone call or visit.
Report your letter. When you’re part of a grassroots lobbying effort, your participation is helpful only if the people mobilizing the effort know about it. Let your grassroots organization know you wrote the letter, copy the President and/or the Legislative Committee Chairperson, and what you intend to do to follow up.

Communicate more than once. Again, quantity is important. As you monitor the issue, communicate with the legislator through phone calls, additional letters, e-mail, or visits to ask for specific support or action as appropriate to the process.

Source: Wisconsin Energy Cooperative, http://www.wfcmac.coop/coops/wfc/government/lobbytips.htm       

SAMPLE LETTER

Dear Senator/Representative Doe, 

My name is Mary Louise and I am a constituent. I had the pleasure of meeting you during your visit to Peabody, KY. I am writing to urge you to strongly oppose any proposal to cut or cap (block grant) the Medicaid program. 

Medicaid provides the crucial services such as long-term supports and services and therapy that people with disabilities need – people like my SON/DAUGHTER/COUSIN/FRIEND/ETC with mental retardation. HE/SHE receives crucial, life-sustaining supports from the Medicaid program (DESCRIBE YOUR FAMILY MEMBER/FRIEND AND THE SERVICES THEY NEED).

Cuts or caps to Medicaid will create enormous hardship for Floridians with mental retardation who, like my family member, rely on Medicaid for their essential health care services. 

We urge you and your colleagues to oppose any Medicaid cuts and/or caps. Thousands of constituents in our state, including my family, and around the country, are counting on you to do the right thing. Thank you in advance for your support.
Sincerely,        NAME, ADDRESS, PHONE, FAX, E-MAIL

Tips for Meeting Your Legislators
Plan your meeting. Decide whether you are going alone or with others. If you go as a group, decide who is going to lead the meeting and what each person is going to contribute to the discussion. This will help eliminate awkward silence or repetitive messages and will ensure that you hit all the key points you want to cover. You will likely have only 15-20 minutes for your meeting, so plan accordingly.

Make an appointment … but don’t be surprised if it changes. Legislators often have last-minute hearings or committee meetings. Be flexible.

Know your audience. Do a little research about your legislator if you don’t know him or her. Once you’re in the door, begin by finding something personal that you have in common with the legislator. Engage in a little “small talk” to break the ice—but keep it brief. If at all possible, find out his or her position on the issues you’re focusing on.

Define your message. Tell your legislator that you are visiting to ask for his or her support for your issue. Plan two or three observations that get at the heart of your position. Describe your loved one!

Meet in your home district. Meetings in the home district are often less hurried than meetings at the Capitol, and they provide the “home turf” advantage. Find out when your legislator is in his or her home district and schedule your appointment then, or if your workplace illustrates your position, invite them to visit you. If that’s not possible, travel to the Capitol.

Invite comments and questions. Engage your legislator in dialogue. Don’t worry if they ask you something you don’t know the answer to—simply tell them you don’t know, but that you’ll find out and get back to him/her. 

Prepare written “leave-behind” information and pictures: It helps to provide your legislator with brief, written information and pictures of your family member for further reflection. Make sure it contains the local angle for your district, if at all possible.

Ask for a commitment. If you don’t ask your legislator for action, you won’t see any. If they decline, encourage them to think about it, and let them know you’ll keep in touch.
Follow up. Send a handwritten thank-you note to your legislator. Let them know that you appreciate their time. If you promised to get them additional information, provide it or let them know how and when they can expect to receive it.

Visit more than once. Over time, visit with your legislator to continue to discuss issues and make requests as you have them. Be sure to be a reliable source of information for them on your issue by delivering what you promise, avoiding overstatement, and communicating clearly.
Source: Wisconsin Energy Cooperative

http://www.wfcmac.coop/coops/wfc/government/lobbytips.htm 

Events to Connect Constituents with Elected-Officials:
Legislative Days and Legislative Fly-Ins

Seeing is believing:

Invite your legislators to visit your family members’ facility

With great success, family organizations across the country have organized Legislative Days, Legislative Breakfasts/Lunches, Legislator Appreciation Days, and Receptions. Held on the facility’s grounds, all such events include a tour of the facility. These events are a great way to introduce your elected officials to their constituents with mental retardation and the publicly-supported services they require. These events also provide families with the opportunity to build positive relationships with legislators. 

To organize a legislative event at your facility, begin your planning by communicating with your most influential legislative contact. 

Legislative “Fly–In” Initiative:

Visiting your state capitol


An Initiative or “Fly-In” is when as many families and advocates as possible visit your state capital on a single day, carrying a single, prepared message. 

Key Points: 

· Schedule meetings with legislators and/or their aides in advance. Get to know the legislative aides personally through regular, respectful, communication.
· Sponsor a bus or vans to make transportation easier for participants. 

· Prepare “leave-behind” documents that are hand-delivered to every state legislator to achieve a consistent message. 

· Plan a participant briefing to prepare everyone. This may occur on the bus or at the Capitol. A supportive legislator may reserve a conference where you can convene, have refreshments and plan for the day(s). 

· Pictures of your family members are a very effective way to convey your message and introduce legislators and aide to the population with mental retardation. 

· Send thank you notes to legislators and their aides following the Initiative.

EXPANDING YOUR VOICE

Who you know that would be glad to help

· Family members

· Friends

· Neighbors

· Teachers

· Bankers

· Unions

· Judges

· Lawyers

· Physicians

· Corporations

· Small businesses

All you have to do is ask and 
our collective voices will be heard. 

Numbers Count!!




�  Lobbying Tip:





     You can link to your state legislature’s website by going to  --� HYPERLINK "http://www.ncsl.org/public/leglinks.cfm" ��www.ncsl.org/public/leglinks.cfm�


    At your state legislature’s site, you’ll find contact information for state legislators, days the legislature is in session, parking logistics at your state capitol building and more.  





Grassroots organizations are encouraged to obtain and distribute legislative contact information to their members.





Govt Relations/Advocacy	Resource Development          Dues/Contributions


P.O. Box 1208  		3605 W. Ralph Rogers Rd.       836 S. Arlington Heights Rd., #351 


Rapid City, SD 57709		Sioux Falls, SD 57108              Elk Grove Village, IL 60007


605-399-1624 voice		605-370-4652         	          605-271-0445 fax


605-399-1631 fax		� HYPERLINK "mailto:husoj@sio.midco.net" �husoj@sio.midco.net� 	           		                      


� HYPERLINK "mailto:Tamie327@hotmail.com" �Tamie327@hotmail.com�					
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�    Lobbying  Tip: 





   When meeting with your legislator, don’t be tempted to overstate your case, fudge the facts, exaggerate, or guess. If you do, you’ll never be trusted again.








�  Lobbying Tip:





If you use e-mail to communicate with your legislator, do so in the context of an ongoing relationship in which you use other methods as the foundation of your communication.





WARNING:    


Because e-mail is a fast and relatively informal means of communication, many legislators view it as less credible than other methods. 


    


    





       Lobbying Tip:





     Get to know your legislator on a personal basis. Volunteer in his/her office. Help with mailings or answering phones. Go to the “town hall meetings.” 








Toll free


877-399-4VOR





Website


� HYPERLINK "http://www.vor.net" �http://www.vor.net�





Washington, D.C.


410-757-1VOR
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