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Building Advocacy Partnerships with Legislators
By: Henrietta Jordan, Former Northeast Field Representative for the Land Trust Alliance 

The Importance of Advocacy Partnerships

Public policy has become an area of increased focus by land trusts—at both state and national levels. We now have federal tax incentives for easement and land donations, purchase of development rights programs, and state-funded grants because land trusts persuaded elected officials that adding to the land protection toolbox was in the public interest. These accomplishments didn’t just happen. To a large extent, they were the result of active, positive relationships between individuals in the land trust community and key legislators. 
Successful advocacy relationships sometimes develop as an issue gains momentum in state houses or in Congress, and the chair of a key committee adopts it as a priority and begins working closely with its proponents. But, more often, the relationship predates the issue. The legislator understands how an evolving land protection initiative relates to his or her district’s needs and the desires of constituents, to local organizations and ongoing projects and, importantly, to the interests of the legislator’s chief supporters.

Land trusts should never put themselves in the position of endorsing or contributing to a candidate (to do so would endanger their tax-exempt status). But it is very much in their long-term interest to develop positive relationships and effective communications with legislators once they are in office. In this way, land trusts can build advocacy partnerships that will help the movement make tremendous gains in enlightened public policy and public funding for land conservation.
Reaching Out to Legislators

Do you know who your state and federal legislators are? Or, more important, do they know who YOU are? Depending on the size of your land trust’s focus area, one or more state Representatives and one or more state Senators represent you at your state’s capital, where critical decisions regarding funding for land conservation are made. You are also represented by at least one U.S. Representative and two U.S. Senators. Here’s how to begin building advocacy partnerships:

· Start with a letter. Write each of your legislators a short personal letter introducing your organization and describing your most significant conservation initiatives. Enclose a brochure, press release, map, or other information—the more colorful, the better. Your letter will be read by staff and perhaps by the legislator, too, depending on how busy he or she is. You will almost certainly receive a reply.

· Reach out to district office staff. All federal and most state legislators maintain district offices. Make a point of introducing yourself to the staff directors for your area. Arrange for them to meet with several board members. Follow up with notes and phone calls. Develop an ongoing relationship. These individuals may become some of your most important allies.

· Establish relationships with key staff. Find out who on the legislator’s staff works on issues related to land conservation. Write to this person as well. He or she will likely have seen what you sent to the legislator, but will appreciate the personal contact.

· Build on existing relationships. Do any of your board members have ongoing connections with legislators and/or their staff? If so, ask them to serve as key contacts for you.

· Keep in touch. Add legislators to your mailing list for newsletters, press releases, and other member communications and public announcements. If possible, avoid adding them to lists that are used to solicit donations. It enhances the communication when you add a brief personal note conveying how much you appreciate the legislator’s interest in your work.

· Call on your legislators when you’re at the state capital. In many states, environmental coalitions and conservation groups sponsor an annual “Lobby Day” when their members descend on the state house for contacts with individual members’ legislators. Your participation in these will further your cause. But you can also visit with your legislators when you’re there on other business.

· Send thank-you notes. Legislators are human—they like to be appreciated. Get into the habit of thanking your legislators for legislation that supports conservation, good budget decisions, and state-funded grants your land trust has received.

· Casual personal connections. Encourage members of your staff and board to introduce themselves to legislators at community events and public hearings and to chat about the work of your land trust. This works especially well if they can combine it with a message of positive feedback, such as “I want to thank you for your support of the Environmental Protection Fund,” or “Thank you for co-sponsoring the bill that increases tax incentives for land protection.” These contacts help give the impression that there are a lot of you and that you notice and appreciate what the legislator is doing.

Encouraging More Direct Involvement
The more a legislator understands and feels invested in the work of your land trust, the more likely he or she will be willing to go to bat for your legislative initiatives. Direct involvement fosters the strongest, most enduring relationships. Here are some ways of encouraging it.

· Involve legislators in celebrating your accomplishments. When you celebrate a completed transaction, recognize a special donor, or hold a gala anniversary party or other special event, invite your legislators. Send an invitation to each legislator’s local district office as well as to the main office in DC or at the state capital (a legislator will often send a staff person if he or she can’t make it). Follow up the invitation with a phone call. If you send out a press advisory about the event, enclose a copy with the invitation to legislators. This lets them know that local press might cover the event, increasing their own motivation to attend. Get into the habit of sending press releases to local papers that report on events after they happen. If legislators attend, be sure to mention it in the release. Better yet, send out a photo of legislators at your event along with your press release and print the photo in your newsletter. Send a copy of the photo with your thank-you to each legislator who attended.

· Involve legislators in public discussions of land conservation issues. If you hold a public meeting or community discussion, invite your legislators. Help them understand that as a land trust, you are grounded in the community and are responsive to community needs and preferences. If they attend, use the techniques described above in reference to celebrations to recognize and thank them for their efforts.

· Use relationships with municipal officials to build legislative support. Effective legislators are highly responsive to the needs and desires of local governments. Be sure to let them know that you are working with local officials. Communications to legislators from local officials can be especially helpful in supplementing your own advocacy efforts.

· Help legislators take credit where credit is due. Did your land trust benefit from a grant, a change in the tax laws, or enhanced resources for open space acquisition? Was a local legislator instrumental in pulling together a community planning initiative or working with a developer or local officials to advance land conservation? Then let them know how much you appreciate their efforts. Thank them in personal letters, in newsletter articles, and in letters to the editor.
CAUTIONARY NOTE: Non-profit organizations are prohibited from endorsing candidates or otherwise participating in political campaign activities. Use your judgment, especially during campaign season. It’s OK to thank legislators publicly, but scrupulously avoid any communication that appears to be urging folks to vote for—or against—them! 






