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Gather Information


From the state legislative website gather the bill number, the names of the sponsors and the legislative committees that will review the bill. Most state legislature websites let you search bills by keyword. Good keywords to use include “funeral”, “preneed,” “mortician,” “mortuary,” and “cemetery.” For tips on how to search for legislation, go to www.funerals.org, then select Affiliate Resources on the left menu. Once there, select Lobbying for Consumer Rights. You’ll find a document on Tracking Legislation Online, as well as a Bill Tracker form you can adapt. 
              Why is FCA supporting or opposing this bill?  How will this change in the law benefit or harm the families living in your state?  Do you have any examples of people who have benefited from the existing law showing that the law should not be changed, or who would be harmed if the law were to be changed as sought in the bill?   Check on the internet for pertinent information and check with the national organization for material as well. 
 
Write a Letter or Memo
Write a memo or letter (the terms will be used interchangeably hereafter) on your organization’s stationery that clearly states your position and the reasons for that position. Prominently note at the top of the bill whether it is a letter of support or opposition.  Identify the bill with its number and sponsor in each house.  Give it a short name, if it doesn’t already have one.  Keep the letter short – one page is best.   Get input and approval from your board of directors. If there are other affiliates in your state, send them a copy of your letter by fax or e-mail and ask them to write letters of support using your letter as a sample. It is important that they send you copies of their letters, so that you can begin to build a file of documents supporting your position.  Each affiliate should send copies of its letter to the key people: the sponsors of the bill, their own legislative representatives and to the committee chairperson for the committees in both houses that will review the bill. If possible supply copies to all committee members as well. Send your letter to the national office and ask for a letter supporting your position from the national organization.  You can fax your letters directly to your lawmakers’ offices. In some states, you may wish to send an e-mail copy as well. 
 
Reach Out To Likely Allies
              Organizations representing the elderly and the disabled and those generally interested in social justice may well be interested in supporting your position.  Send them copies of all memos that you receive and ask them to do a memo as well.  Give them your phone number and invite them to call you for more information.  Collect copies of their memos.  As you become known, support should be easier to obtain.
 
Include Your Members
              In your newsletter, educate your members about the issue.  Include a sample letter and the phone numbers of the sponsors and committee chairpersons and ask members to telephone or write to those key people. If possible, set up on your web site a letter of support that your members can access. Make it easy to support you.  Many members hate writing letters, but will be willing to sign on to a letter that they can access online. You can inform them about the online letter campaign in your newsletter and you can e-mail members for their support.  Have a link to your web site where the letter is located and a link to the bill on the government web site where they can read the whole bill if they wish.  Provide a way for them to sign up online for the letter.  Print off the letters and either mail or fax copies to the key people. In most cases, hard copies are preferable to simple e-mails.
 
Make Personal Contact with Key People
It is important to be able to express the essence of your argument and your position on the bill in a few words.  Make contact with the offices of the key people either in person or by telephone.  There is a good chance that you will not speak to the legislator directly, but you will have access to the legislative aide who is handling the bill.  Learn that person’s name and try to establish yourself with them as a reliable source of information on this bill.  The aide in an office friendly to your position may be willing to inform you about when the bill will be voted on in committee otherwise learn whether the committee agendas are posted online.
Visiting a legislator in the district office is valuable.   
 
Be Present for the Committee Vote
              Plan on distributing copies of the memos that you have collected along with the list of members who have sent letters to all committee members either the day before or the day of the vote, the more people helping, the better. Dress in business clothes and wear comfortable shoes.  As you walk the halls of the legislature, try to make personal contact with the staff in the office of each committee member to remind them of the FCA position on the bill. Be pleasant. Keep it brief. Stay on message.
Be in the committee room, preferably with a tote labeled Funeral Consumers Alliance, so that the committee members know you care enough to be present during a vote.  All of the work that you have done has prepared you to testify before the committee should that opportunity arise.
              It is a good idea while you are delivering materials to the various committee members to drop off your memo in each legislator’s office, so that if the bill emerges from committee and goes right to a vote, the FCA position has been articulated.
Exercise Your Power as a Constituent

State representatives are more likely to listen if you can show that their constituents care about an issue.  It’s important to find out who represents your district, and then to make personal contact with the representative's offices.  Meeting the staff before an issue comes up lays good groundwork, and writing letters of thanks on other issues your representative has voted on will acquaint you with the office, too.  

When you bring other members to meet with legislators, be sure the members know how to communicate effectively.  They should be able to give the facts about the issue, state how it affects them personally (maybe with a short story) and make specific requests for legislative action.  Some lobbyists call this the “head, the heart, and the gut of lobbying.” Members can prepare by helping each other boil their stories down to no more than a minute. 

Eventually, you’ll want to schedule a meeting with the actual representative. If you bring a small group, be sure your group members know their roles and what’s expected.  One person should facilitate, another should briefly state the facts, and one or two others can tell brief personal stories about how a particular law has or will affect them. A third can ask the politician for a follow-up meeting or action. Expect to be given no more than 15 minutes, and remember to address the legislator by his or her full proper title.  Remember, it is important to treat staff people as well as you treat the legislator—that person answering the phone or making copies might be the key to your success or failure.

If you have connections to other organizations in the community, be sure to highlight them. You’ll want your legislator to know you have community influence, and that you’re speaking for a number of his or her constituents.  If you’re out educating the public on the issue at hand, be sure to note that, too. Here’s a tip—writing letters to the free newspapers can actually be effective for swaying public opinion, and the politicians sometimes read neighborhood newspapers more than they do the larger dailies.            
Be Generous with Your Thanks
              Being a legislator is often a thankless job.  Send letters (handwritten ones are especially effective), and make telephone calls to the legislators and staff who have helped you.   You can also express disappointment to committee members who voted contrary to the best interests of families on this particular bill.  Ask them to reconsider their position if the bill reaches the floor for a vote and offer to give them additional information.   
              Thank your members, too, for their support in your newsletter and by e-mail and let them know the status of the bill.
 
Are You Worried About Lobbying?
Nonprofit organizations will endanger their non profit status if they support or oppose a particular candidate. But, supporting or opposing legislation (not candidates) is allowed, within certain limits. According to the IRS, 501(c)(3) nonprofits may lobby on issues so long as the lobbying only constitutes “an insubstantial” portion of the organization’s time and expenditures. Nonprofits that file Form 5768 (a one-page lobbying election), can spend up to 20 percent of expenditures on lobbying.  501(c)(4) organizations may lobby to a greater extent. 
Remember — Your state has specific rules on nonprofit lobbying, too, and these are separate from IRS rules. In most cases, the amount of time and money you spend lobbying will be so small (since almost all of it will be volunteer time, rather than spending money on lobbyists) you won’t likely trigger any reporting requirements within your state. But you should check your state’s rules so that you can be sure you’re following them correctly. In most cases, you should consult your state’s Corporations Commission, Secretary of State, or Attorney General’s office for any rules on nonprofit lobbying.
 
Did You Win or Lose?
              Sometimes it is hard to tell. Although a clear victory is sweet, even what seems to be a defeat is probably not a total loss. You’ve gotten the name of your organization out to the legislature, you have established yourself as a knowledgeable contact, and you have gained valuable experience in how to influence legislation. It can take years to get a bill passed, and you may have to go back year after year to fight against a bill backed by big corporations with professional lobbyists.
The methods described in this document has been shown by FCA volunteers to be effective.  None of them require great intelligence or talent.  They do require dedication and persistence.  Be prepared for a lot of work, and a lot of fun!
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