How to become an Advocate for Legislation that Affects YOU!

Civic engagement is at the very root of a democratic society.  Motivation to become engaged in the political process usually stems from one or both of the following:

1. A person believes in an issue strongly enough to take action

2. That person needs to be convinced that their participation is important to the outcome

The person who is thus motivated often times becomes an advocate and gets involved in local, state or federal legislative issues.

What exactly IS advocacy?


The dictionary definition is:  The act of pleading or arguing in favor of something, such as a cause, idea or policy; active support of one’s ideas or of another.

So, an advocate is someone who believes strongly enough in an issue to take action and believes that action could effect a desired outcome.

How often do we see something on TV that really makes us boil?  We see the injustice of a policy, the blind sightedness of a partisan political agenda, a situation where lack of funding means many go without, cruelty to animals or to nature itself.  The list goes on and on.  One only has to watch the news or read the paper to realize how complex our world is.  When we see or hear these things, we often shake our head, or yell at the TV, or complain to our spouse, but ultimately most of feel that we cannot do anything about it.  The reason for this feeling of futility is because we see the problem as too huge for one ordinary person to change.  But, going back to the two things I mentioned at the beginning – if, 1. A person believes in an issue strongly enough to take action and 2. That person becomes convinced that their participation can affect an outcome – you have the birth of an advocate.

Where to Begin?

Know what the issue is, break it down and examine it from all sides.  What needs to be done?  Is the issue local, statewide or federal?  Educate yourself on the topic and understand who the people and entities are that have authority over the issue.  Understand how the political system works, how to contact the legislator that wields power over the situation, when the important meetings are held that discuss your issue, when the votes will be taken.

How to find the contact information for your legislator or elected official:

Florida State Government:

Begin at www.myflorida.com – on this home page, in the lower right-hand corner there is a box labeled “Find Your Legislator”.  Enter your zip code.  The resulting page shows you links to:

· the State Senator representing your district

· the Florida House which shows the Representatives for your district

· the member of the US Congressional Representative in Washington DC that represents your district.  If the result shows that your Representative covers two or more districts, you will need to look at your voter registration card to see what specific district your home is in.  

The website for the Florida Senate is:  www.flsenate.gov
The website for the Florida House of Representatives is:  www.myfloridahouse.gov
To find the United States Senators (2) who represent Florida, you can search from the home page at www.senate.gov
To reach Governor Charlie Crist, go to his website at:  www.flgov.com/contact_governor
To reach the President of the United States, go to:

www.whitehouse.gov/contact/
The website for the Florida Democratic Party:

www.fladems.com
The website for the Florida Republican Party:

www.rpof.org
As you browse through many of these websites, you will notice the opportunity to sign up for alert subscriptions, so that you will be notified of upcoming events, calls for action and legislative tracking.  Try subscribing to a few of these to see if the information that is sent to you is pertinent to your cause or interest.  Another way for you to find out what legislative issues affect you is to join organizations that represent the constituency affected by your topic of interest—For example, the Hearing Loss Association of America (www.hearingloss.org) sends out email alerts when laws are being discussed at the national level affecting people with hearing loss.  The Florida Association of the Deaf (www.fadcentral.org) also sends out legislative alerts to Floridians concerning pending bills affecting people with hearing loss.

How to best communicate with your Legislators:

· Make sure you know something about the legislative process pertinent to the level of government you are contacting. WHAT DO YOU REALLY MEAN? – HOW CAN PEOPLE GET THIS KNOWLEDGE?

· Contact your legislator about a particular issue when you first hear about it, BEFORE he/she takes action on it.

· Use a variety of communication methods – telephone, US mail, email, fax or face-to-face visit.  Use the method which YOU feel most comfortable with so that your message comes across in a confident and clear way.  Do NOT use boiler-plate letters which someone else has written and to which you’ve just signed your name.  Those are the last pieces the legislator will look at, if at all.

· Don’t worry about how perfectly you write, speak from your heart.

· Be absolutely certain you spell your legislator’s name correctly and use the correct address.

· The first thing you should divulge is your name, local address and telephone number, so that the legislator knows that you are in his/her district.  You will be given first priority.  Don’t make the legislator have to hunt for that information.

· Deal with only one topic at a time.  If your issue concerns K-12 Education but you are also involved in a beach renourishment project, don’t write or phone about both topics in the same conversation/letter.  Focus and be brief.  Organize your thoughts ahead of time.

· In the subject line state the topic so they know upfront what you are writing about.

· State the facts and back them up!  Support your assertions with statistics and back up those statistics with citations of their source.  For example, “did you know that according to the Center for Disease Control’s annual report in 2006 that 16.1% of the national population of the US has hearing loss?”

· When attempting to meet with your legislator in person, try to schedule the appointment before or after the legislative session (March 3 to May 1, 2009).  The legislators are usually in Tallahassee during that time and are extremely busy.  Phone calls and emails are better during the time they are in Tallahassee.  

· DO NOT attempt to give a gift of any kind to a legislator – they cannot accept it and will feel badly if their refusal insults you.  This includes non-monetary gifts including food and beverages.

· Tell your legislator how passage of the bill will affect you or your children or your community.  Personalize the message but be concise and specific.

· Be polite even if you strongly disagree with the legislator’s position.  Your approach could change his/her mind if you are both open and reasonable.

· Do not be overly informal in an email or on the telephone; for example, do not refer to the legislator by their first name.

· Suggest an alternative strategy as to how the issue could be resolved in a different way, rather than how the pending bill is addressing it.  Offer positive suggestions.

· Thank them for listening to you and ask them to respond to you. 

Address letters to Members of the House of Representatives as follows:


The Honorable Jane Smith


Florida House of Representatives


The Capitol


Tallahassee, FL  32399-1300

Address letters to a Florida Senator as follows:


Senator John Doe


The Capitol


Tallahassee, FL  32399-1100

Another way to Advocate – Letters to the Editor:

It has been said that almost everybody reads these 3 sections of the daily newspaper most of the time:  the Letters to the Editor, the obituaries, and the comics.  Letters to the editor are an effective way to influence public opinion, and the public includes your legislators!  These letters reach a broad audience and can provide readers with information and insight which they do not know.  Here are some tips from the National Education Association on writing effective letters:

· Keep it brief

· Get to the point

· Relate it to home

· Personalize the issue

· End with a call to action

· Be timely

· Be professional

· Identify yourself

Here is an example of a letter:


Surveys done by the Better Hearing Institute have shown that untreated hearing loss results in a loss of income per household up to $12,000 per year.  For the 24 million Americans with untreated hearing loss, this equates to $122 billion in lost income due to underperformance on the job, and a loss to society of $18 billion annually in unrealized income taxes.  As a person who lost a good job just because of my hearing loss, I can relate to the stigma and unrealized opportunities that people with untreated hearing loss experience.  Hearing Aids are not generally covered by insurance.  The US Congress is trying to help by initiating legislation to offer a $1,000 tax credit to persons buying hearing aids.  Go to www.hearingaidtaxcredit.org to find out more and contact your legislators urging them to support HR2329/S1410 this session.

In conclusion, I hope with this information you now have some tools to become a more effective advocate in your community.  Whether or not your candidate wins an election, you still have the right to ask the legislator who represents you to listen to your concerns and to record how you want them to vote on specific bills. 

First, decide what your issue is. 

Second, learn everything you can about the issue, the pros and cons.  Band together with other people who are organized around the same issue that concerns you. 

Third, be passionate about wanting to change something regarding your issue.

Fourth, have confidence that you CAN make a difference as you advocate for your cause.

Joan Haber

Hearing Loss Association of Sarasota member

“The most important office is that of private citizen”




…….Louis D. Brandeis    

Joan Haber – September 23, 2008 Workshop – Venice, FL
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