
[image: image1.emf]
General Tips on Effective Advocacy Work: 

Meeting with Congressional Staff

DON’T BE INTIMIDATED  

You have a right to talk to your representative and explain what will happen in your community if the current immigration enforcement bills pass.  The following are a list of suggestions but don’t be intimidated.  Just try your best and educate the senate office about what you know about detention and removal issues. The office is there to serve you and in most cases you will know a lot more about the issues than the person to whom you are speaking.

ARRANGING THE APPOINTMENT 
• Call your legislator’s local district or Washington office. (You can find Congressional contact information on www.senate.gov and www.house.gov) Ask to speak to the staffer who is responsible for immigration. (Generally, Members of Congress are in Washington Tuesday–Thursday and are frequently home Friday–Monday and when Congress is not in session.) 

• When you speak to the staffer explain the purpose of the meeting and who will be attending. 

PREPARING FOR THE MEETING 
• If possible, compile information about the impact of specific immigration issues on the legislator’s district/state. Do not compile a long list of statistics: your elected officials will not remember them and they will lose their impact. Prepare a few dramatic numbers or anecdotes to illustrate your points. Collect recent local news articles that illustrate the issue. Like most people, legislators more easily remember examples conveyed in human and personal terms. 

• Know the counter-arguments and be ready to respectfully answer any questions or disagreements. 

• Make sure everyone in your group is prepared. Brief everyone attending the meeting and make sure they have any written materials (biographical profile of legislators and their views, etc.) to review well ahead of time. 

• Agree ahead of time the role each participant will take, who discusses what, and in what order participants will speak. 

• If you are going as part of a larger group or coalition, meet ahead of time. Be aware of the each person’s central message, any possible conflicting messages and what you want to ask the legislator to do for you. It is unwise to have an internal debate or conversation in front of your elected official.
• Prepare a packet to leave with your legislator that could include background information, fact sheets, and/or newspaper clippings. Attach your card to the packet. 

MAKING THE PRESENTATION 
• Be on time! 

• Begin by introducing yourselves. If you are a constituent, let the staffer know.

• Explain to the legislator/staffer why you asked for the meeting. 

• Present your concerns simply and directly. Get to your “bottom line” immediately. Be brief, direct, courteous, and positive. When presenting each issue, do not assume that your legislator has any prior knowledge of the subject. Presentation of each topic roughly should follow this outline: 

BACKGROUND: Explain the issue in the simplest possible terms. 

IMPACT: Explain how the issue directly affects your community or the group you represent. Use personal examples to humanize the issue. Note relevant written materials, including short background papers, newspaper articles, and favorable editorials and op-ed pieces. Articles from local newspapers are especially salient. 
RECOMMENDATION: Indicate what you would like your legislator to do. Discuss important immigration legislation or issues currently before Congress and how you hope he or she will vote. If you want your elected officials to support a specific issue, explain how your community has been impacted, and the consequences in concrete. Finally, ask your legislator to support legislation that would authorize such reform. 

• Be positive and constructive.  Avoid direct criticism, but be firm in your position. Politely answer questions and concerns, but if you disagree, make your point and move on. Remember, you are meeting with the Member or staff person to inform him/her about your positions on issues. 

• If you do not know the answer to a question, say so, and promise to get back with the answer. Never give an answer that you are unsure of. Be sure to follow up with your answer as quickly as possible after the meeting.
• Make sure you do not do all of the talking! Give your legislator opportunities to ask questions or state his or her opinion. Members and staff will appreciate the chance to be heard. Also ask questions. 

• Stay away from jargon and acronyms. Remember that your legislator deals with dozens, if not hundreds, of issues each week, each with its own “language.” 

• Thank your legislators if they have been supportive. They get thanked far less than they get criticized. They will appreciate your recognition. 

• If advocating for a certain position on a bill, ask how the Member plans to vote.  If the Member seems to support your position, ask him/ her to do something beyond voting the “right” way, i.e. speak to other Members, talk to the Administration, offer a positive amendment, etc.
FOLLOWING UP AFTER THE MEETING 
• Send a note thanking the Member or staff person for meeting with you. Briefly summarize the main points of the meeting. 

• Remember to follow up with responses to any questions the Member or staff person asked but you could not answer at the time. 

• Do not think of the meeting as an isolated event. Although you may not have a face-to-face meeting again for some time, invite your elected officials to speak at an event or meeting. Find creative ways to maintain your dialogue with the Member’s office, i.e. send positive newspaper articles, call just before an important vote, etc. 

• Report back to DWN. These reports are invaluable in developing legislative strategies and tracking Members’ positions on issues important to the network. 

� Thanks to the American Immigration Lawyers Association for sharing its materials.
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