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Virginia Retired Teachers Association

INTRODUCTION

The purpose of this handbook is to provide information that will assist members in their efforts to be knowledgeable, contributing citizens and to enable them to become more effective as they participate in the legislative process.  It is intended to be a useful tool for both veteran and novice advocates/lobbyists.

WHAT COUNTS

Knowledge of Issues

Knowledge of the Legislative Process

Relationship with the Legislator

Relationship with the Legislative Aide

Good Communication

WHAT HELPS

(Remember:  The Golden Rule Works)

Being Mindful of Details

Use the correct spelling and pronunciation of names of legislators and aides.

Address the legislator and aides correctly.

Being Considerate

Recognize that time is valuable to the legislator and aide.  Avoid anything that is time-consuming or not relevant in written communication and visits.

See the legislator and aide as people with feelings who have demanding jobs.
Being Well-Informed, Honest, Sincere

Professionalism
WHAT HURTS

Losing control of emotions will damage relationships and prevent you from making a logical argument.

Giving a legislator information that is incorrect will damage your credibility.

Rudeness or insensitivity is never excusable behavior.

Embarrassing the legislator with a “gotcha” moment will have a long-term adverse effect.

“Ticking off” the secretary or legislative aide will make it difficult for you to gain access to the legislator in the future.

SOURCES OF INFORMATION

(Be a knowledgeable advocate.)

1. General Assembly Legislative Information System  (http://leg1.state.va.us)  This site gives bills and summaries of bills, Senate and House committees, contact information of legislators, the Constitution of Virginia, and much more.

2. NIRS – National Institute on Retirement Security  (www.nirsonline.org)  This organization gives information on pensions and retirement issues from a national perspective.  It also includes specific information on each state.

3. NCPERS – National Conference on Public Employee Retirement Systems (www.NCPERS.org)  This organization provides information on pension plans with current statistics and talking points on the defined benefit/defined contribution issue.

4. ARA – Alliance for Retired Americans (www.retiredamericans.org)  This organization analyzes and gives the status of current proposed legislation on the national level and provides updates on ARA’s lobbying efforts.  You may subscribe to a free Friday Alert e-mail that is published each week.

5. VEA – Virginia Education Association (www.veanea.org)  This site includes current news releases, research studies, commentaries, etc., on education and retirement issues.  Each evening during the General Assembly session, click on Daily Reports from the General Assembly to get Rob Jones’s report of action that day.

6. AARP/NRTA – (www.aarp.org/nrta)  Pension Education Toolkit, developed in collaboration with NIRS, offers fact sheets and other resource materials that are helpful in supporting the defined benefit plan.  If you have questions or would like more information, contact Dara Dan, Senior Legislative Representative of NRTA, at DDann@aarp.org or 202-434-3931.

7. Delta Kappa Gamma US Forum Newsletter (www.dkg.org)  Click on Contact Us, click on Forums, click on United States, click on Forum Connection tab.  Information and updates are available on federal legislation concerning education and women.  You may subscribe to the US Forum Connection, a free newsletter, by sending a request to Angela.Bedenbaugh@usm.edu.   

8. VPAP – Virginia Public Access Project (www.vpap.org) This is a non-partisan tracker of money in politics that gives citizens a resource to find out where candidates get their money and how they spend it.  It also tracks candidates for state office and most political action committees registered with the Virginia State Board of Elections as well as a small but growing number of candidates for county and municipal elections.

9. Virginia State Board of Elections – (www.sbe.virginia.gov) This site provides information on almost anything concerning elections including voter information, absentee voting, election results and much more.

10. www.senate.gov – This site provides general information on the Senate and has links to the website of each United States senator.

11. www.house.gov – This site provides general information on the House of Representatives and has links to the website of each U.S. representative.

12. Building Better Choices Coalition – www.betterchoicesva.org This is a “diverse and growing group of Virginians committed to a stable and prosperous Commonwealth.”  This site includes statistics and talking points that may be used with legislators.

13. Old Dominion Watchdog – www.OldDominionWatchdog.org This site “is dedicated to news reporting that promotes accountability at the state and local level.  The goal is to uncover the actions of government officials and agencies, offering carefully researched facts, context, and analysis.”  The site has interesting statistics and information but tends to be critical and negative.

14. The Alliance for Virginia’s Students - www.vastudents.org  This is a coalition of local government, civic, and educational groups that support adequate funding and public policy of public education.  It operates under the auspices of JustChildren, a part of the Legal Aid and Justice Center with offices in Richmond and Charlottesville.  This coalition is most active during the General Assembly session.

15. Richmond Sunlight – www.richmondsubnlight.com  This independent website run by volunteers collects information about the General Assembly and provides easy access to GA committees, bills, blogs on legislation, and much more.

16. The Commonwealth Institute for Fiscal Analysis – www.thecommonwealthinstitute.org  The Commonwealth Institute “provides fact-based nonpartisan analysis of fiscal and economic policies and their implications for all Virginians, especially low- and middle-income residents.”

LEGISLATIVE CONTACTS
The Honorable Bob McDonnell

P.O. Box 1475

Richmond, VA 23218

www.governor.virginia.gov

804-786-2211

Salutation: Dear Governor McDonnell

Addresses During the General Assembly Session

House of Delegates:

The Honorable _____________________

P.O. Box 406

Richmond, VA 23218

Salutation:  Dear Mr., Mrs., Ms. _______________

Senate:

The Honorable _____________________

General Assembly Building

Richmond, VA 23219

Salutation:  Dear Senator _______________

Telephone numbers and e-mail addresses for the delegates and senators are available from the General Assembly Legislative Information System.  (http://leg1.state.va.us) 

My state delegate is _____________________________

District No.______

My state senator is______________________________ 
District No.______ 

(To check the accuracy of the above, go to the Virginia General Assembly website (http://legis.state.va.us).  Click on “Who’s My Legislator” at the top.  Type your name and address in the appropriate boxes and names of your legislators and their addresses will appear.  After the election, this information will be on the website of the State Board of Elections almost immediately if it is not updated here.)

EFFECTIVE COMMUNICATION
General Communication Principles

Communicate only with YOUR senator and delegate.
Mass e-mails clog the system and prevent the aides from dealing with critical issues.  Informative, factual, well-written arguments are more effective than a large number of prewritten e-mails.  Sincerity and commitment are missing from prewritten letters.  They may be easy, but they lack personal anecdotes and talking points that a legislator can use in support of your position.  However, it is important that all legislators get the same “message” on issues.  Legislators are concerned with their constituents’ positions because they want their votes.  They are not concerned with the position of someone in another district.

Use appropriate forms of communication.
1. E-mails – This form is most useful during the session to ask the legislator to vote for or against a specific bill being heard by the committee he is on or before a floor vote.  Keep it short.  In a very busy time, the aide may read only the first sentence.  If the e-mail contains information the legislator needs before the committee or floor vote, call the aide and ask him to be alert to it.  When the legislature is not in session, e-mail is useful for getting an answer to a question.  Proofread for

grammar, spelling, punctuation and typos.  Never use informal e-mail symbols or abbreviations. 

It is helpful to the aide for your name and address to be at the top of the e-mail.  Put the bill number or subject of the legislation in the subject line.   Write about only one issue in each e-mail. 

2. Letters – A well-crafted, one-page letter dealing with pending legislation including facts, general effects as well as how it will affect you personally can be very effective.  Write about only one issue in a letter.  Thank you letters or notes should be sent to your legislator  after a floor vote and after the session.  A follow-up thank-you letter is imperative after a visit.  Include when you saw the legislator and names of those in the group if you were not alone.  Briefly recap the issue(s) discussed.  Always proofread for grammar, spelling, and punctuation.  

3. Telephone Calls – During the session, use the telephone only to ask for support or opposition of a specific, pending issue or bill.   Always identify yourself as a constituent and a member of the group supporting or opposing specific legislation.  It is unlikely that you will be able to speak with the legislator during the session; therefore, ask to speak with the legislative aide.  If he is unavailable, ask the secretary if you may leave a message.  She may take the message or suggest voicemail.  Be brief and courteous.  Tone of voice is most important.  Do not participate in group attempts to have members tie up the phone lines.  This alienates legislators who may be sympathetic to your cause and will not have a positive effect. 

4.  Visits – In the summer or fall, a visit is an important method of establishing a relationship with the legislator and provides an opportunity to discuss issues in more detail.  This can be done with larger groups or with a smaller, more informal and personal group of two or three people.  When making an appointment for a visit, be as specific as possible in saying what you want to discuss.  Sending a list of questions, a request for an explanation of previous legislative action, etc., is fair to the legislator and often results in a more productive meeting.  The most effective lobbying takes place when the legislature is not in session.  Planned follow-up is essential during the session to accomplish goals.                                                     
During the session, an appointment should be made to see the legislator to emphasize or to give information on specific pending 

bills.  Since legislators have many responsibilities and very demanding schedules during this time, understand that you may have to see the aide and that his time will probably be limited to no more than fifteen minutes.  (Some legislators do not  make appointments.)  

Always leave printed material on the issue discussed with your name on it.
GENERAL SUGGESTIONS FOR ALL COMMUNICATIONS/LOBBYING

DO

1. Do your homework.  Know the issues and know your legislators and their voting records on the issues.  

2. Be specific in what you want your legislator to do.  (Vote for or against a bill, sponsor a bill, etc.)

3. Be sure you and other advocates/lobbyists are in agreement when you visit or communicate with your legislator.

4. Be polite, patient, positive, and persevering.

5. Be professional in language and appearance.

6. Think in terms of long range accomplishments.

7. Be on time for appointments.

8. Identify yourself as a constituent, member of a group, etc.

9. Use your best teaching and remediation skills to educate the legislator about an issue.

DON’T

1. Assume that legislators don’t have the public good in mind.

     2.  Write anyone off and burn your bridges.  A legislator who opposes     

          one issue today may support a different issue tomorrow. 

3. Ignore timing and the intricacies of the legislative process.

4. Forget that legislators are faced with hundreds of bills.

5. Disregard that legislators have areas of special interests.

6. Try to make the legislator an expert on your issue in ten minutes.

7. Brag about your political influence or talk about the campaign contributions you have made or raised.

8. Advocate for an issue in the name of an organization if it is not on the approved list of priorities.

      9.  Be a nuisance.
Legislative Events

A speaking engagement for a group will acquaint the legislator with the organization and will provide members with an opportunity to interact with him.  

If the initial invitation was by telephone, send a follow-up written invitation restating the date, time, place, format/agenda, whether there will be questions from the audience, time limit, topic, etc.  It is good to include the spouse and/or aide in the invitation, especially if it is a dinner or luncheon event.  Suggest a time to arrive in order to allow a time for speaking with members of the group.  A host or hostess might be assigned for the event to introduce him to members in a social setting and prevent one or two from monopolizing him in conversation.  Confirm the arrangements again a week before the event.

A forum provides an opportunity for  several legislators/candidates to respond to the group’s priorities and to state their positions on issues.

A forum is an event that has the potential for reaching many members as well as the public, providing information to constituents of legislators in the same area.  This is especially valuable when there are a number of new legislators in adjoining districts.  Detailed planning must be done well in advance to secure a place, contact the legislators, and publicize the event to members and possibly to the public. If the legislators are expected to respond to specific questions, be sure that they are carefully crafted and sent to all participants at the same time and well enough ahead of time to prepare their responses.  Give them the guidelines for the forum including time limit for responses, procedure for accepting questions from the floor if questions are allowed, etc.  (If questions from the floor are allowed, be sure to have a procedure that will be fair to all and will minimize the chances of personal attacks.)  Be sure that the moderator and timekeeper understand their responsibilities.  You may want to invite the press in the localities represented or at least send news releases to the local newspapers. Thank-you letters to the participants are an important part of the event.  Besides conveying information from both constituents and legislators, dealing with issues in this format can lead to more productive meetings and positive relationships with legislators.        

A forum with candidates provides a service to members and even to the public if it is open to the community.  Fairness to all is paramount.  Invitations must be sent to all candidates at the same time with the same explanations and guidelines of the event.  A forum is not a rally.  It must be made clear to candidates and to attendees that the purpose is to convey information and that there will be no campaigning, no cheering, no signs or posters, etc.  Other suggestions for legislators’ forums are applicable to candidates’ forums.

Forums provide excellent publicity for the sponsoring organization.

LEVELS OF ADVOCACY

LOCAL – Citizen involvement is most convenient and accountability is most apparent on the local level.  It is important to know who represents you on the local school board, city council, and county board of supervisors.  The names of these elected officials and their contact information are available on the websites of your local school board, county, and city council.

STATE – Most of our advocacy efforts are focused on state government because state laws directly affect each individual and impact local decisions in education, business, and government.

FEDERAL – Although the federal level seems far removed, federal legislation also has direct effects on individuals and local and state governments.  Because the two United States senators and eleven representatives have more constituents than state legislators and are seldom in the local communities, communicating with them seems less personal than communicating with local and state lawmakers.  However, they are elected to serve the citizens of the Commonwealth and have staffs that will listen and respond to concerns and will assist constituents who have a problem with a federal agency.  

E-mail is the most efficient method of communicating with senators and representatives.  In fact, some will make appointments for visits only by e-mail.  Telephone calls are useful in giving a short opinion on a specific issue or bill, especially when the subject is being debated or a vote is imminent.  Letters, although they should be limited to one page, allow for more persuasive argument and inclusion of supporting information.  Letters should always be sent to the regional offices because delivery of those sent to the Washington address can take as much as two weeks longer due to security screening.

The websites with contact information for each U.S. senator and representative may be accessed at www.senate.gov and www.house.gov. 

U.S. senators and representatives periodically hold town hall meetings in their districts to hear their constituents’ concerns and opinions.  These events are publicized in the local media.

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

Take advantage of using letters to the editor, one of the most widely read sections of the newspaper, to make valuable points at no cost to a wide audience.

Use a letter to the editor to give information, thank a legislator publicly, and correct misinformation, etc., and should be on a topic of current interest to the newspaper’s circulation.

Avoid venting your frustrations.  Never send a letter when you are angry.  Always be professional.  Avoid sarcasm, name calling, and personal attacks.

A positive tone will garner more respect for your issue than a critical, negative article.

Remember that you are writing for a general audience that doesn’t have your knowledge of an issue.  The letter should not be aimed at specific individuals or groups.

Facts should be carefully checked and sources included if possible.  Personal experiences lend credible support.

If the letter is in response to a quotation from a legislator, be sure the quotation is accurate.  If it is a response to an earlier article in the paper, include the title of the article and date.

If timing is crucial, speak with the editor before submitting the letter; otherwise, your letter may be published in two days, two weeks or not at all.  Preference may be given to those submitted by e-mail.  

Use the pyramid style of writing with the main point at the beginning.
Follow the newspaper’s guidelines:

1. Length should be short, usually 300 words.  (Different people might submit letters on various parts of a complex issue.)

2. Ask about the policy governing a longer open forum or op ed piece.

3. Include your name (Papers will not publish anonymous letters.), address, and phone number. Only one name will be published for a letter submitted by a group.  (The paper may call to confirm the authenticity of a letter.)

4. Papers usually limit how often a letter may be submitted by a person.

PROOFREAD and have someone else proofread your letter for spelling, punctuation, grammar, clarity, and accuracy.   
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