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Background for the Guide
This guide is designed to enhance chapter members’ knowledge of grassroots advocacy, Virginia style.  That means the focus is on how laws get passed in Virginia and the role that selected Executive branch agencies play in implementing the laws. However, many of the advocacy techniques are the same, whether you’re advocating with your delegate or state senator or you’re on Capitol Hill in DC advocating our Congressmen. 

In politics as in most other aspects of life, the squeaky wheel gets the grease, and bleeding disorder advocates cannot afford to sit on the sidelines if we are to play an influential role in shaping policies and regulations consistent with the health of Virginians with hemophilia and other bleeding disorders.  

Advocacy 

Literally advocacy means active vocal support for a cause or position. Our cause is hemophilia and bleeding disorders and specifically making sure that the needs of people with bleeding disorders are met. Our needs range from obtaining factor products to prevent and treat bleeding episodes to assuring that policies, regulations, and laws help people with bleeding disorders live normal, productive lives. 

Advocacy begins with the self and learning how to speak out and for what one needs. It involves developing and using those empowering skills. 

Advocacy also means taking up the cause for people with hemophilia and other bleeding disorders, and sometimes very effective advocates are friends, family, and others who know people with bleeding disorders and who believe in the cause. There is room for all to help with advocating for our cause.

Use of this guide

Like other monographs on advocacy, this guide contains the basics for self- and cause advocacy. There is a little of something in here for everyone who needs help with perfecting advocacy skills. This guide is not all-inclusive; you can consult other resources on the VHF website or Google advocacy for more information. The General Assembly’s website also contains a Citizen’s Guide, which contains much of the information in this Guide as well as additional information on how a bill becomes law, legislative protocol, and so forth. Click on http://legis.state.va.us/1_cit_guide/cit_welcome.html.
The ideal grassroots advocate/activist

Our General Assembly delegates and senators are citizen legislators.  That means, they either have “day jobs” or are retired persons.  The Commonwealth compensates them at approximately $17,000 per year, so you can see, they are motivated by more than financial reward.

That said, our legislators are in very influential positions to create policy, raise money, allocate funds, and make the laws by which we live, work, and play.  We, on the other hand, are in very influential positions as well because we vote for our legislators, and if we do not like the positions they take and believe they are not providing the right leadership for us, we can vote them out of office.  That means that legislators will listen to the constituents who vote for them, because they want to be re-elected.

Legislators vote on thousands of issues during each session of the General Assembly.  They count on their constituents and lobbyists to provide the information they need to make an informed decision on which position to take.  Your role in this effort is to help provide them with the information that will help them make informed decisions on issues that our community is supporting or opposing. You are charged with the responsibility of equipping them with information; otherwise, where else will they get it?
Citizen activists who become excellent grassroots advocates have much in common with their Virginia legislators.  They live in the same area, may know some of the same neighbors, and may attend the same place of worship.  Their kids may go to the same school or they may know someone who knows the legislator or his/her family.  Most of all, citizen activists and legislators are all citizens.  

Why is knowing this information important?  It’s important because you may already have an “in” with your legislator that you can use to increase your visibility and influence.  Furthermore, unless the legislator is a person with bleeding disorder, married to a person with bleeding disorder, or has close contacts with people with hemophilia or bleeding disorders, he or she is not likely to know very much about what bleeding disorder and our many issues and concerns. You can provide information on the subject from your perspective. As a grassroots advocate, your aim is to become your legislator’s “best friend” when it comes to this information.

How do you know you’ve become a “best friend” or the “expert?”  You call your legislator’s office, are greeted enthusiastically by his/her aide by your first name, and can reasonably expect a return call by the legislator within 30 minutes.

Grassroots activists also work to get their legislators re-elected (or elected, as the case may be).  Their responsibilities are to:

· Contribute money to campaigns.

· Agree to work the polls, distribute literature, walk the beat, and make phone calls on behalf of the legislator/candidate.

Skills for advocacy
In Virginia, you have only one Delegate and one Senator who represent you at the state level; plan to get to know both of them.  Much of what you do to communicate your message with your legislators you already do in dealing with people in your everyday lives.  There are a few “rules,” however, that can help you avoid mistakes and embarrassment.  Here they are.  Some are more important than others, and these have been identified by asterisks (***).  

· Try to find out as much as you can about your elected officials before your visits.  Find out what committees they sit on and whether they hold any leadership positions.   You can find out information about the legislator by looking at his or her webpage, which can be accessed through the General Assembly website:  http://legis.state.va.us   or you can Google them.

· If the person you are lobbying does not sit on a committee addressing health, insurance, or budget, do not expect them to know much or even anything about the issue. See pages 13 and 14 for more information on the function of each committee 
· ***Be prepared.  Know your topic.  As indicated above, you know more about bleeding disorders and living with bleeding disorders than your legislators.  Have a message or purpose for your visit. Usually the Chapter or one of our stakeholder groups will have prepared “fact sheets” to help you focus on your visit. If you are going to talk about bleeding disorders, our website contains information that you can print off and take with you.  Organize your thoughts in advance; divide up issues among all those who are attending so that all points are made and repetition is minimized; and keep your presentation relatively short.

· ***Talk with your legislators early. Get to know them before you need them.  Advocacy is all about relationships. One of your most important roles as an advocate is to know your legislators before they go to Richmond for the General Assembly. So, the best time to visit either in their district offices or a local restaurant is between April and November of each year.
· Present both sides of the issue, but explain why your position is good public policy.  If your visit is designed to advocate for a specific piece of legislation or budget item, you will want to advance a position that addresses the issue from your perspective.  But you should know how the opposition will argue against your bill or budget item and be prepared to counter the arguments. 
· Your legislator probably will have questions.  You should be able to field any questions that the legislator asks.  If you don’t know the answer to the question, feel free to say that you don’t know the answer.  This is much better than guessing and getting it wrong.  Promise to find out the answer and let the legislator know.  Then, follow up and do it.  One way to find out answers to the questions is to contact the chapter and talk with Kelly Waters or a member of the Board.
· Be prepared with some anecdotes.  Statistics and studies are useful, and you will want to share some of them, if you have them.  But legislators are human, too, and they respond to stories that are compelling and demonstrate clearly your position.  From your own perspective, talk about a story that demonstrates the issue you are advocating.
· Stick to the issue.  There are a lot of issues that confront you everyday, but if you raise them, you run the risk of conveying that there is more on your agenda than what you are addressing to the legislator.  
· Do not debate your legislator on other issues like taxes or transportation. While these topics may come up during the meeting, they are not the purpose of your visit.  

· ***Always be completely honest.  Your future credibility with a legislator depends on honest and accurate information.  You can be sure that if you intentionally or unintentionally mislead a legislator, the legislator will find out.  This creates a very great risk that the legislator will not believe anything else that you may assert in the future.

· If your legislator doesn’t agree with your position, pleasantly agree to disagree.  You might ask if there is any information you could provide that would change his or her mind.  Do not get angry, frustrated, or threaten the legislator in any way (i.e. “I won’t vote for you.”).  There will be a time in the future where you want the legislator to agree with you on another issue, and if you have burned your bridges, you may lose any future opportunity.

· ***Do not make any contribution to the legislator or candidate’s campaign during your visit.  Do not promise anything in return for the legislator’s agreement with your position.  These not only look like bribes, but effectively are, and could get you and the legislator in trouble.

· Listen carefully to the legislator’s statement of his position on this issue.  Some legislators are masters at sounding like they agree with you when, in fact, that is not what they have said.  Do not construe general statements (i.e. “I am always very concerned about making sure that Virginians have the healthcare they need”) to be support.  The only way to know the legislator’s position is to ask directly (i.e. “Will you vote for this initiative [or against the initiative]?”) and then listen carefully to the answer.  Many legislators will defer until they see what the “committee” recommends or the testimony that is offered in committee meetings  Let them know you will keep in touch, will send them a copy of materials in support of your position (if you have them), and would like to have the opportunity to respond to the opposition’s statements.
How to contact your legislators

The Internet is your portal to finding out just about anything you need to know about your legislators, the General Assembly schedule, protocol for testifying before committees—you name it.  
Here are some helpful links:

http://legis.state.va.us/:  This is the General Assembly homepage.  It will take you on a trip throughout the General Assembly and link you to the state budget, constitution, laws, and regulations.

http://conview.state.va.us/whosmy.nsf/main?openform:  If you do not know who your legislators are, click on this URL.  You’ll need to put your street address and zip code into the spaces provided, and your state delegate and senator’s names and web pages will come up.  From there, you can find out your legislators’ email addresses and district and Richmond phone numbers (for out-of-town legislators, the Richmond numbers work only during the General Assembly session).

Staying abreast of activities during the General Assembly session

Virginia’s General Assembly, like many other state legislatures, meets yearly in the winter (think back to agrarian times when the fields lay fallow and the farmers had time on their hands).  In the even years, in addition to acting on bills, the legislature deliberates and votes on the budget that is submitted to them by the Governor.  Therefore, the even-year session is a “long” one—60 days!  The odd years are “short” sessions of 45 days, and the legislature’s job again is to act on bills and approve amendments to the state’s biennial budget.  Each year the legislature acts on approximately 4,000 bills in the short time they meet.

Knowing the brevity of the legislative sessions will help you understand that citizen advocates have little time to educate their legislators and advise them how to act on bills.  If the Chapter is following a specific piece of legislation and wants you to act on it, you will receive an email asking for action (and giving instructions). When a bill is to be acted on by committee or the full body (either House or Senate), you have approximately 24 hours to make your opinions known.  So during the legislative session, commit to checking your emails daily.
Given that narrow window, you will be notified by email about what actions you should take and how to take them.  During the legislative session, you should check your emails daily.  Getting lots of emails can be annoying; therefore, your public policy panel makes every attempt to inform you only when action is necessary.  Please refrain from hitting the “delete” button before reading on.  Contacting legislators is really a piece of cake (read on).
Tips for advocacy by phone (preferred for issues that require a yes or no action (support or oppose)

When the General Assembly is in session (from approximately January 10 – March 10), the House of Delegates and Senate of Virginia jointly operate a toll-free, intrastate telephone message center to accept calls from citizens of the Commonwealth wishing to express an opinion on legislation. The messages are received by the center and will be relayed to the members' offices as requested. 
You may call the Constituent Viewpoint operators at (800) 889-0229 (outside Richmond) or 698-1990 (Richmond area) to express your opinion on a legislative issue.   The Constituent Hotline is open from 8:30 a.m. until 5:00 p.m. Monday through Friday during the session.


Tips for advocacy by email (useful if you want to explain something that cannot be done with a phone call to a hotline)
Almost all the legislators (except Del. Johnny Joannou of Portsmouth) possess email, and during the General Assembly session, emails sent to the legislators are read quickly for the following information:

· The bill number

· If you are writing in support or opposition to the bill

· Your name and snail mail address (to determine which senator/delegate will receive your information)

Do not send emails to legislators other than your delegate or senator unless you have received specific directions from the Chapter.  Email addresses of members of the General Assembly can be found by going to the Virginia General Assembly website: http://leg.state.va.us/. 
Tips for advocacy by snail mail or fax (not preferred at all)
Letters should be polite, brief and to the point--stating your stand, identifying the bill under discussion by number, urging action or amendments and your reasons; and giving your address and phone number.
During the General Assembly session, Delegates and Senators can be reached at their offices in the General Assembly Building in Richmond. When the General Assembly is not in session, Delegates and Senators can be reached at their district offices.  Fax numbers are available through linking on the hyperlink to the email addresses (above).

Below is a sample letter that may be used to share your opinion with your legislators. 

Mrs. Terry Smith
100 Main Street
Anytown, VA 23222


January 1, 2008

Del. Jane Doe

PO Box xxxx

Anywhere, VA 23222

Dear Senator or Mr. or Mrs. (for Delegate)____________:

I am writing to you because I am concerned about ____________ (issue you would like to talk about). I think____________.

Please vote for/against this measure when it comes before the Senate/House because ____________. 

Sincerely yours,

Tips for advocacy with the Governor
The Governor, as head of the Executive branch, is vested with the authority to carry out the laws enacted by the General Assembly. He/she develops the biennial budget and proposes budget amendments in the second year of each biennium. The Governor has veto power and line-item veto power for the budget, but his vetoes can be overridden by a 2/3 majority vote of each house.

Often advocates forget to “lobby” the Governor to sign a bill, and sometimes that can be a big mistake. For example, each year the Governor vetoes any number of bills that he/she finds objectionable for ideological, constitutional, or other reasons. So it’s important for advocates to make themselves heard when they are supporting a bill or budget amendment that is inserted by the General Assembly.

The Governor’s website has a “Contact” where you can email the Governor directly. Click on http://www.governor.virginia.gov and follow the hyperlink to the contact page. Simply fill in the page. If you are advocating for a specific measure, be sure to indicate the bill number or the budget item number.
Additional Information

The appendices contain additional information that you may find useful.  Appendix 1 contains a sample “evaluation form” that the Chapter would like for you to use whenever you meet with your legislator.  The Chapter Advocacy Workgroup will use the information to assist us in identifying strengths and challenges in our legislative work.

Appendix 2 contains a list and description of the General Assembly committees that generally will hear bills of interest to our community.

Appendix 3 contains information on how to testify before a committee of the General Assembly.  You may not need to do this, but if you do, you will find this information very useful.  The tips were taken from the Citizens Guide to Virginia’s General Assembly, which you can access on the web at http://legis.state.va.us/1_cit_guide/cit_welcome.html. 
Appendix 1
Feedback Form (for use after visit with your legislator)

Please fill this out immediately following your appointment and return to VHF at Vahemophiliaed@verizon.net or fax to 804-740-8643

Date:  _____________

Legislative Visit Feedback Form

YOUR NAME:_____________________________________________________
Your Legislator:__________________________________________________
Was the legislator present?


Yes

No

If not, to whom did you speak?
name and title of staff member(s) 

What did you talk about?

How did they respond?

Did you refer to the (organization name) talking points?
           Yes
No

Did you get to the “ask?”





Yes
No

Any other comments:

Appendix 2
House and Senate committee of interest 

to the bleeding disorders community
General Assembly Committees
House of Delegates committees

The House of Delegates has 14 committees that deal with a wide range of legislation—from local government issues to agriculture and the environment to commerce, health, and education. Members of the committees are assigned by the Speaker of the House. For a complete listing of the committees, consult the General Assembly website (http://leg.state.va.us/). 

The following committees generally deal with issues of importance to our community: Appropriations; Commerce and Labor; Education; and Health, Welfare, and Institutions. In addition to assigning members to the committees, the Speaker of the House assigns bills to committees and most times one can easily determine why a bill is sent to a certain committee. However, there are exceptions when bills appear to be unrelated to the focus of the committee. Because of this, one cannot find a general statement of committee function on the General Assembly website.

Here are the areas of legislative focus for the committees of interest for our community:

· Appropriations: deals with the allocation of funds in the budget bill. Includes budget amendments and bills that have a determinable fiscal impact.

· Commerce and Labor: bills relating to the conduct of business and insurance initiatives come before this committee. Any bill that would require a mandated health insurance benefit is heard as well as any bills that would change how health insurance policies are configured and regulated.

· Education: This committee deals with bills related to K12 and higher education. Any bills that would be aimed at requiring the Department of Education to establish policies for certain types of students are heard by this committee.

· Health, Welfare, and Institutions: This committee hears bills related to health, health professions, healthcare institutions, and policies affecting them. It also hears bills that have an impact on the wellbeing and protection of vulnerable populations, such as neglect and abuse of the elderly. Finally, the committee hears bills related to construction of wells and well water.
Senate committees

The Senate has 11 committees. Unlike the House of Delegates, Senators are assigned to committees by a vote of the Senate. However, the membership of committees is dependent upon the party in majority.

Like the House, one will not find a written function of the committees anywhere, but the Senate tends to be more predictable about which committee will hear bills. The committees that hear bills of interest to our community include Finance, Education and Health, and Commerce and Labor. Following is a general description of the function of each of these committees.

· Finance: deals with the allocation of funds in the budget bill. Includes budget amendments and bills that have a determinable fiscal impact. This committee also hears bills related to raising revenue (taxes).
· Commerce and Labor: Like the House committee, bills relating to the conduct of business and insurance initiatives come before this committee. Any bill that would require a mandated health insurance benefit is heard as well as any bills that would change how health insurance policies are configured and regulated.

· Education and Health: This committee deals with bills related to K12 and higher education as well as bills related to health care, health professions, and health institutions. 
Appendix 3
TIPS FOR TESTIFYING BEFORE THE GENERAL ASSEMBLY

TIPS FOR TESTIFYING BEFORE THE GENERAL ASSEMBLY


There are basically three opportunities to testify—at public hearings, or in sub-committees and/or full committees

Public hearings are scheduled along with all the other meetings so are held within the constraints of a strenuous time schedule.  This dictates the amount of the time the speaker will have—1-5 minutes, but usually around 3.  The time amount is decided by the person presiding over the hearing and he/she will announce the guidelines.

Usually for the public hearing, there is a signup sheet posted at least an hour in advance.  The chair of the committee generally adheres to the signup list after giving the bill’s patron a chance to speak.  In this setting, proponents and opponents alternate randomly.

Have 15-20 copies of any prepared statement to give to the clerk and press present.  This assures that your words will get to the proper audience even if your comment is longer than the time allowed at the microphone.  At the top of the written remarks give your name, the organization you represent (your office or reason for speaking), the subject of the hearing and whether you are supporting or an opposing the measure under discussion.  Sometimes it is just as effective to just give a brief summary from the microphone of the research you are submitting in writing, especially if time is of the essence.

Typically the structure of the hearing is one to six legislators on a stage in an auditorium style setting or one of the large committee rooms in the General Assembly Building and the speakers speak from the podium/ microphone.  The tone is formal and usually remarks are written and read.

Committee Testimony

The protocol for testifying before a committee varies somewhat from one committee to another based on tradition and the l0eadership of the committee.  In most cases, full testimony is given in sub-committee only.  

The typical procedure is:

The Patron of the bill presents the pending legislation and some of the rationale.  He/she has testimony lined up to support the proposed legislation.  Testimony in this setting is less formal than that of a public hearing.  Testimony is usually based on a personal experience, though sometimes the legislator is just “collecting support” from associations in hopes that the sheer volume of support is enough to convince the committee.  

If you do have written remarks, prepare in advance at least 30 copies.  You will generally have 1- 2 minutes of “face-time” with the committee as you are generally only one component of several in an approximately 10 minute presentation.  Be prepared to adapt your remarks to avoid making the same point already made by another.  

Be prepared to answer questions.  The tone and tenor of the questions usually depends on whether you are before a friendly or hostile committee and/or with a legislator who is perceived as friendly or hostile to the committee.  

Generally a subcommittee sits around a conference table and the public sits around the wall or in the observation seats.  Outbursts and remarks from the audience are prohibited.  Be sure your cell phone or pager is silent too.  You may speak only at the behest of the sponsoring patron or the chair of the subcommittee.  When it is your turn to testify, you stand at your chair or move toward the table to be heard well, but you won’t have a podium to place materials.  These meetings are typically thought of as “work sessions” and the tone is somewhat informal.

All supporters of pending legislation are heard first.  At the end of the presentation designed by the patron and the tag-along supporters, the chair of the committee will ask if there is anyone who wishes to rise to speak against the legislation.  You will have very little time to state your objections—a minute tops—so have some prepared remarks, 30 copies for the clerk, and give an overview of the materials you are handing them or the basic objection you have with the document as supporting data.  

Subcommittee members on majority vote will determine whether a piece of legislation will pass to the full committee.  Much legislation does not move forward from a subcommittee; in fact, often the committee views the subcommittee has the filtering place to pare down the measures to go forward.  

Actions that will defeat the legislation in subcommittee or full committee are:  Lack of a second to any motion regarding the legislation, PWI, Pass by Indefinitely or Table Indefinitely in addition to a straight out “do not report.”  


Full Committee

On occasion, the patron of the measure will ask that you also be present for the full committee meeting to answer questions, but rarely will you be asked to testify again—though anything is possible.  Full committee meetings are more formal than subcommittee meetings—usually the committee sits in a formal arrangement and the testimony is given from the podium.

The time you have before the full committee is less than you had before the subcommittee so have written remarks and 30 copies to give to the clerk.

Options of action to be taken by the full committee are the same as those in the subcommittee.

If you are testifying on behalf of an association, be sure someone from the Chapter has proofed your materials.
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