Contacting your Congressperson or Legislator

Regardless of whether you want to communicate with a Congressional Delegate or your State Legislator, the best practices are just about the same:

· Be brief, and courteous
· Be timely

· Be relevant 
· Present the facts

· Follow-up, if needed
Heightened security in our nation’s capitol has impacted the amount of time it takes for a regular posted letter to get from you to your elected official, therefore, many advocates have shifted to using emails or faxes to send their message quickly, then follow up with the original letter in the US Mail a week or two later.  

Remember, elected officials are put in office by voters – therefore, they much prefer to hear from voters in their district or state.  However, if you are representing a group that has statewide connections or work, don’t hesitate to contact other representatives from outside your home district.

Writing a letter, email or fax:

1. State your purpose in the first sentence of the letter, email or fax.

2. If your letter pertains to a specific piece of legislations, use the number of the bill, resolution, etc. to identify it to your representative.  Such as H. R. ___ or S. ___ in Congress or HB____ or SB____ in the Arizona Legislature.  If you are discussing some issue that has yet to be assigned a bill number, be specific as to what it is you are referring to.

3. Be courteous, and be sure to acknowledge the legislators support, if that has been given.

4. If, appropriate, include personal information about why the issue is important to you.

5. Address only one issue in each letter, email or fax.
Some groups feel sending numerous emails stating the same thing to an elected official is a good way to get their attention and communicate a message.  However, this has not proven to be the case.  Elected officials do not appreciate having their email addresses “jammed” with repetitive messages.  A simple, clear message sent from a constituent is satisfactory.
Phoning a message:

Phone calls are usually answered in Congress or the AZ Legislature by a staff member or a secretary.  When calling your Congressperson’s office, ask to speak with the aide who handles the issue about which you wish to comment.  When calling your Legislator, ask to speak with the Legislator, if they are available.  If not, leave your message with the secretary.  

Be sure to identify yourself as a constituent and clearly tell the person to whom you are speaking what it is you want your Representative or Senator to do.  Ask for your Senator or Representative’s position on the bill or issue.  You may also request a call back  or written response to your call.

Making a personal visit:
One of the most effective ways of communicating your point is through a face to face, personal visit with your Representative or Senator.   Here are some tips on how to make a personal visit effective and productive:

· Plan your visit – Be clear about your purpose, determine in advance who you want to see and why.

· Make an appointment – Usually by contacting the Congresspersons’ Scheduler, or your Legislator’s secretary, this can easily be done.  Explain your purpose and if there is anyone else on the Congressperson’s staff you would like at the meeting as well.

· Be on time and be patient – Legislative schedules in Washington and in Phoenix are always subject to change.  Be prepared to flex and be interrupted.  By being patient you will achieve your goal.

· Be prepared – Bring information about your issue with you to share with the Representative or Senator.  You may have just the information your elected official is lacking.  Document your information when possible.
· Be political – Your Senator or Representative want to represent the best interest of their constituency.  Whenever possible, help them see the connection between what you are requesting and the interest of the voters in their district.  If possible describe to the member how you can be helpful to him/her.  

· Ask for commitment – Make sure that you ask for a commitment from your member about their position on your issue.  If they can’t give one, ask when they would be ready to give you a commitment, one way or another. 
· Be responsive – Be prepared to answer questions, provide additional information, or follow-up on an issue.

· Send a Thank You – Be sure to thank the member, and their staff for taking time to listen and visit with you.  In your thank you, outline again what you visited about and send along additional information.
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