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Why Advocacy is So Important

The AMA Alliance is the largest volunteer arm of the American Medical Association, supporting medical families through advocacy and education and serving as the volunteer voice of healthy families in our communities.  With health care occupying such a focus of our nation’s legislative arena, physicians and Alliance members cannot afford to stand by and watch while others make decisions that have a tremendous impact on the well being of all Americans.

Because we have such a close partnership with the American Medical Association, legislative advocacy is a primary activity of the AMA Alliance – it’s also easier and faster than it’s ever been to get in touch with our legislators.  Our mission, as partners with physicians, is simple: 

1. As members, to educate ourselves and become comfortable contacting legislators to express our views; and 

2. As leaders, to develop programs and systems to help educate fellow members and enable them to feel comfortable sharing their views.

AMA Alliance members play a unique role as leaders in this area by actively engaging ourselves and motivating others to exercise our civic rights and responsibilities.  In this way, we can and do make an important difference.

This handbook offers a framework for legislative programs that generate awareness and participation in the many aspects of the lawmaking process.  Policy and procedural information, as well as a variety of ideas for education, outreach and action are included to guide you in launching new projects and refining existing programs.

Before you begin, three important points should be highlighted:

· First, the need to present a unified voice is paramount.

· Second, cooperation with your county and state medical societies in undertaking legislative initiatives will underscore this unity and present a clear message to legislative leaders.

· Third, AMA Alliance policy, and its status as an organization working on behalf of all Americans, commands a focus on legislative rather than political activities.

Today’s Forces

The forces influencing the health care delivery system of today – the high cost of health care, the competition for scarce public funding, managed care organizations, the health care reimbursement system, the skyrocketing cost of insurance and the aging of the Baby Boomers – present challenges for the family of medicine.  As the nature of medical practice changes, it is incumbent upon the AMA and the AMA Alliance, as partners, to meet these challenges.  We have to work together to ensure the legislative response to health care achieves the preeminent goal – quality health care.

Remember, Congress and the state legislatures exist to represent our views and our interests.  By developing effective skills to interact with elected leaders, we carry out our responsibilities as leaders in the health care community – as active citizens rather than silent voices.

County, State, and National Legislation Chairs:

How Leaders Work Together

As a County Legislation Chair, you serve as a critical information link to your fellow members.  Your responsibilities include the following:

· To collect and disseminate information to Alliance members on legislative activities and action needed;

· To maintain current information and updates on state legislative matters;

· To organize county phone, e-mail and/or fax alerts; and

· To arrange legislative and educational forums for your members.

As a State Legislation Chair, you are an important link in getting information to your county chairs and members.  Your responsibilities include the following:

· To plan and implement educational activities;

· To create and maintain a fax alert system, e-mail system, and/or phone bank;

· To disseminate information to Alliance members and county chairs on state and federal legislative activities and action needed; and 

· To work with the medical society on all aspects of legislative activities.

If you are a member of the AMA Alliance Legislation Committee, you have been chosen to keep chairs and members informed across the nation.  Your responsibilities include:

· To support the legislative activities pertaining to health and health care approved by the AMA;

· To educate county and state Alliances on national legislative issues concerning health and health care;

· To encourage programs that will increase membership interest, knowledge, and involvement in legislative activities pertaining to health and health care;

· To encourage programs to assist state and county medical societies in legislative activities pertaining to health and health care; and 

· To increase the comfort level of Alliance members in contacting legislators. 

How Do We Communicate With Each Other?

The members of the AMA Alliance Legislation Committee personally contact State Legislation Chairs throughout the year by various means. These communications enable the national committee to share AMA/AMA Alliance legislative goals and identify the specific needs of state and county Alliances

State Legislation Chairs are urged to share this information with County Legislation Chairs via regular communications,  in the state newsletter or at meetings.

This direct communication also allows states to share successful projects and current concerns, and to request assistance when needed.  State AND County Legislation Chairs are urged to contact AMA Alliance Legislation Committee members at any time during the year for assistance.  For the name of the national committee member who is assigned to your state, please see the following:
Chair -- Sherry Clarke (Gerald), 9724 Rias Way, Austin, TX 78717

(Cell) 379-2079 Email: sclarke0816@yahoo.com

AL, GA, LA, MS, OH


Beth Irish (C. Edwin), 10057 SW Morrison St., Portland, OR 97225


(C) (503) 720-4532 / Email: irish.b@comcast.net

IL, MA, MO, NY, OK, PA, SC, SD, TN, WI

Kimberly Moser (Neal), 3216 High Ridge Dr., Taylor Mill, KY 41015

(H) (859) 359-4029 / Email: kimmoser@fuse.net
CA, CO, IN, IA, KS, MD, MN, NV, ND, OR

Laurel Weddle (Charles), 1260 Pintail Ct., Columbus, IN 47201

(H) (812) 342-3380 / (FAX) 342-3412 / Email: clweddle@sbcglobal.net
AZ, FL, KY, MI, NE, NJ, NC, TX, UT, VA, WV 

E-Connection and Leadership LINK

E-Connection is the AMA Alliance’s monthly member communications—it is designed to keep you informed of everything new and upcoming at the Alliance.  Leadership LINK is a monthly leadership resource for our national, state and county leaders, as a way to recognize your volunteer efforts and allow you to share your experience and knowledge with your fellow leaders across the country.  To subscribe to either of these resources please send an email to amaa@ama-assn.org. 

The AMA in Washington
Did you know that roughly one-third of the measures introduced into each Congress concern American medicine?  And of those, that few are actually passed and signed into law?  One of the reasons for this is that the AMA not only works to get favorable legislation passed, but it must also work against the passage of onerous bills.

But the AMA’s work doesn’t stop there.  Once new laws are passed, administrative agencies assume responsibility for implementation, and the regulations drafted by these agencies determine precisely how a law will ultimately affect the practice of medicine and the delivery of health care.  Intelligently drawn regulations can sometimes improve inadequate laws; and badly drawn regulations can make well-intentioned laws unworkable.

To represent physicians in the relationship between the legislative and executive branches of the federal government regarding laws and their implementation, the American Medical Association has maintained an office in Washington, D.C., since 1944. The Washington office operates under the direction of the AMA’s Senior Vice President for Advocacy, and is organized into the following groups and units.

The primary mission of the Advocacy Group is to represent physicians relating to both the public and private sectors. In Washington, the Advocacy Group is divided into the Government Affairs Group, the Political Affairs Group and the Group on Advocacy Communications. These staff units focus on achieving favorable results for the AMA by representing the interests of the profession before Congress and the Administration.

The Government Affairs unit is responsible for lobbying and providing information to the Congress and the executive branch.  This includes performing liaison activities and coalition building with the medical specialty societies that support this primary function.

The Congressional Affairs unit is comprised of registered lobbyists who are responsible for covering all 535 members of Congress.  Special attention is paid to the members of the key committees through which the bulk of important health legislation must pass.  Each lobbyist also serves as liaison to a number of state medical societies. 

The Federal Affairs unit includes lobbyists who work closely with the departments and offices of the executive branch, as well as the White House, to influence the federal regulatory process and the formulation of major legislative initiatives such as health system reform.  The growing federal regulatory burden represents a major concern to physicians.

The Division of Legislative Counsel consists of attorneys responsible for strengthening advocacy activities by developing formal communications, such as testimony and letters to the Administration and Congress; staffing the AMA’s Council on Legislation; and coordinating Government Affairs activities with the AMA headquarters staff in Chicago.

The Political Affairs Group is responsible for effecting the AMA’s legislative goals through the development and activation of an extensive medical grassroots network of physicians and their families; providing political expertise and training to AMA members and their families; and providing support to AMPAC, the Association’s political action committee that provides both direct and indirect financial support for federal candidates.

The Division of Political and Legislative Grassroots has regional political directors who are responsible for all aspects of federal election activities and the coordination of medical grassroots efforts.

The Division of Political Education is made up of professional staff that provides the medical community with grassroots training programs, campaign schools and candidate training workshops, and communication.

The Advocacy Communications Group communicates AMA’s views to news organizations in Washington, D.C.  It also covers the Congress and Administration for American Medical News and the Journal of the American Medical Association (JAMA).

The Division of Political and Grassroots Membership has professional staff responsible for AMPAC membership.  The Division coordinates membership solicitation with all state political action committees.  The Division also maintains the Physicians Grassroots National Database, the toll-free Grassroots Hotline (800/833-6354) and the AMA’s Grassroots World Wide Web Homepage (http://www.ama-assn.org/grassroots).

How the AMA Shapes Its Policies

The AMA Washington Office advocates AMA policy, which is made through a series of steps that allow practicing physicians’ viewpoints to be communicated to the legislative and executive branches.

The AMA House of Delegates sets legislative objectives, usually in broad policy guidelines.  The AMA Council on Legislation uses these guidelines as it reviews the many and varied issues developing in government.  The Council then recommends to the AMA Board of Trustees that legislation be proposed, supported, amended or opposed.  Once the board has acted, its decisions are sent to the Advocacy Group for appropriate action in Chicago and/or Washington.  In this way, practicing physicians’ viewpoints are communicated to the legislative and executive branches of government.

The AMA’s Role as a Special Interest Group

Congress generally welcomes AMA views because it recognizes that the public cannot be well served unless all sides of a question are carefully explored.  While some AMA positions are rejected, many are accepted, and many more influence the adoption of ultimate compromises.  Independent factors, such as organized medicine, contribute to the process by monitoring government activities and recommending realistic and reasonable solutions to health-related issues.

Congressional Testimony and Statements

The AMA communicates its views to Congress and the agencies on a regular basis both through personal contacts and through formal communication as well.  On an average of two to three times each month, AMA representatives appear at Congressional hearings to express the Association’s views on a particular issue or bill.  After presenting the AMA’s position, the witnesses respond to questions from members of Congress or agency representatives.  The AMA also submits more than 100 written statements to Congressional committees and regulatory agencies each year.

The Difference Between Legislative and Political Action…

An Important Distinction

Your Alliance involvement in legislative action is vital to continued quality health care.  It represents a primary means of implementing the following AMA Alliance Policy, which states that AMA Alliance programs focus strictly on legislative activities, as opposed to political activities:

The policy of the American Medical Association Alliance in legislation and program areas shall be governed by that of the partner organization.  An Advisory Council, the Executive Committee of the Board of Trustees of the American Medical Association, shall provide consultation and direction.

No commercial interest nor any candidate for public office shall be endorsed by the AMA Alliance.  Neither the name of the AMA Alliance nor the name of any officer in an official capacity shall be used in any connection with a commercial concern or with any political interest, provided, however, that the AMA Alliance may endorse or oppose pending legislation and assume a stance on matters of public policy if so recommended by an Advisory Council of the American Medical Association.

Legislative Activity

Simply put, legislative activity refers to any action calculated to influence the status of impending bills before a legislative body.  It includes attempts to mold public opinion and stimulate legislative action by supporting or opposing specific legislative issues or philosophical attitudes.

Legislative activities include:

· Formulating policy positions on specific bills;

· Preparing and presenting testimony before legislative committees;

· Initiating telephone calls, sending faxes, or writing e-mails or letters to urge a particular action on specific or categorical legislation;

· Encouraging voter registration and voting in the medical community;

· Sponsoring or holding meetings, furnishing speakers, or preparing and distributing pamphlets and other literature to stimulate reaction to legislation; and

· Circulating petitions, contacting legislators, or participating in other efforts to impact legislative issues.

Political Activity

This refers to any action intended to influence the nomination, election or appointment of any person to public office.

Similar to legislative activities, political activities are governed, in part, by the tax status of the organization under the US Internal Revenue Code.  A tax-exempt organization under section 501(c)(3) or 501(c)(4) of the Code is prohibited from directly or indirectly engaging in political activity.  (Special legal restrictions apply to the amount of communication that can be supplied by a tax-exempt organization.)

Note: Each tax-exempt organization must obtain the advice of legal counsel before engaging in legislative or political activities.

Political activities include:

Raising funds for legislators and candidates;

Making contributions to candidates’ campaigns; and

Distributing pamphlets regarding a specific candidate.

From Legislation to Law: The Basics for All Alliance Members

How a Bill Becomes Law

Out of more than 20,000  bills introduced during a two-year Congress, only about 1,000  become law.  To some, this process is considered an obstacle course designed to frustrate, rather than encourage, the enactment of legislation.  Others regard it as the means to ensure the passage of only the most responsible legislation.  The more you know how the process works, the better you’ll be at affecting the outcome.

Bill Formulation

Legislation may evolve from a variety of sources.  Comments, complaints, or constituent problems often result in a legislative response.  The President and administrative agencies also develop bills.  Interest groups formulate proposals for many measures that ultimately become law.  Legislative initiatives are often developed by congressional staffers as well.

How a Bill is Introduced

Any member of the House of Representatives or the Senate may introduce a bill.  Once introduced, it is assigned a number and referred to a committee or committees.  There is no limit to the number of bills a legislator may submit.  However, only a small percentage of these bills ever become law.

Referral to Committee

All bills are referred to at least one committee.  In the Senate, committee assignments are made by the Parliamentarian according to the primary subject matter of the bill.  In the House, the jurisdiction of various committees is delineated in Rule 10 of the House of Rules Committee.  Drafting techniques and other parliamentary devices may also influence the choice of the committee to which a bill is referred.  

Generally, the process is simple because the subject matter of a particular bill will clearly fall within the jurisdiction of an already established committee.  Where two or more committees may lay claim to a bill, due to its subject matter, the bill may be referred to one or the other of the committees involved.  Sometimes, concurrent jurisdiction may be granted.

The progress of any bill is influenced by a variety of factors.  Assignment to committee can determine the potential lifespan of a bill.  If the committee or its chair has little or no interest in the proposal, it is virtually impossible for the measure to proceed further.  Priorities of leadership, of the committee chair, of other committee members and of constituents and interest groups affect the viability of any measure.  Placement on the House or Senate calendar also may be influenced by the above factors.

Subcommittee Consideration

Often a measure is considered by a subcommittee before consideration by the full committee.  If a bill is appealing enough to warrant action, the subcommittee chair may hold public hearings.  Hearings can range from one day to many weeks in length.  They are designed to permit interested parties to present comments on a proposal.  Subcommittee members hear arguments supporting, opposing or seeking to modify the bill.  To a great extent, the hearings form the basis of further subcommittee, as well as full committee, action.

When the hearings are concluded, the subcommittee chair and members determine whether the measure merits further action.  If the answer is affirmative, they often meet to make changes in the legislation.  During the mark-up process, all of the provisions are reviewed, and efforts are pursued to reach agreement on necessary modifications.  Critical decisions are made in these often-lengthy sessions regarding what may ultimately emerge as the final version of the bill.

When the subcommittee reaches agreement on the contents of a bill, it reports the bill to the full committee.  A bill that reaches this stage has usually been reviewed very thoroughly.

The full committee will discuss the bill, consider the amendments, mark up the legislation, and may present a modified bill reflecting its views.  If a majority of committee members agree to the bill, it will be reported and become eligible for action on the floor of the House or Senate.  This report contains the text of the bill and an explanation of the committee’s rationale for its actions.

House Rules Committee Action

When a bill is reported to the floor of the House of Representatives, it must pass one further test before it can be considered for a vote – approval of the House Rules Committee.  The committee will schedule a bill for floor action after it has been convinced, generally by the chair and the ranking minority member of the committee involved, that the legislation merits consideration.  The House Rules Committee also establishes the rules for debating the bill.  The rules include time limits and amendments that may be offered.  The rules control the progress of the bill on the floor of the House of Representatives.

The Floor Vote

Once it reaches the floor of the House or Senate, a bill will be debated, possibly amended and then voted upon.

Referral to the Other Body of Congress

If the bill is passed by one body, it will then be referred to the other.  The other body may be working on similar legislation.  If not, the bill will undergo the same procedures – referral to a committee and perhaps subcommittee for hearings and markup by the full committee, and finally floor action.

Conference Committees to Reconcile Differences
To become law, a bill must be identical when passed by both the House and Senate.  Bills approved by the House and Senate generally contain differences – sometimes minor, often significantly substantive.  In these cases, a conference is held between senior representatives of the appropriate House and Senate committees, known as conferees, to resolve the differences.  The conference may be a long, arduous task with heated discussions prior to reaching final compromise, if any compromise can be reached.

Passage

Once the conferees have drafted an acceptable version, the measure is again voted on by both bodies.  If it is passed, it is then sent to the President for signing.

Signing into Law

When a bill is sent to the President, a final hurdle must be overcome – the veto authority.  

If the President signs the bill, the matter is settled.  However, if the bill is vetoed, it will be returned to the House and Senate with the President’s reasons for the veto and for possible attempts to override the veto.  A two-thirds vote in both the House and Senate is required for an override.  If the vote is obtained, the bill becomes law; if not, it dies.

If Congress is in session and the President does not sign or veto a bill within 10 days, the bill will become a law.  This is sometimes called the 10-day limit.  If the President does not sign the bill and Congress adjourns prior to the 10-day limit, the bill does not become law.  This is known as the pocket veto.

A Word about “The Hill”

Knowing how to work with and through congressional staff is an important part of advancing your agenda. U.S. Senators typically employ 25-30 staffers, whereas House members are likely to have 9 or 10 staff members each. Typical positions include district representatives, press secretaries, legislative aides, senior legislative aides, staff assistants, and interns. Committees and subcommittees also have an assigned staff, which include chiefs of staff, staff directors, staff assistants, and clerks.

Committees of the United States Congress
The three committees most important to the AMA (because they handle most health care legislation) are the House Ways and Means Committee, Senate Finance Committee, and Senate Committee on Labor and Human Resources. Lists of committee assignments can be accessed through the AMA’s Homepage.

Committees of the United States Senate

Senate Agriculture, Nutrition, and Forestry Committee

Senate Appropriations Committee

Senate Armed Services Committee

Senate Banking, Housing and Urban Affairs Committee

Senate Budget Committee

Senate Commerce, Science and Transportation Committee

Senate Energy and Natural Resources Committee

Senate Environment and Public Works Committee

Senate Finance Committee

Senate Foreign Relations Committee

Senate Governmental Affairs Committee

Senate Health, Education, Labor and Pensions Committee

Senate Indian Affairs Committee 

Senate Judiciary Committee

Senate Labor and Human Resources

Senate Rules and Administration Committee

Senate Small Business Committee

Senate Veterans’ Affairs Committee

Senate Select Committee on Ethics

Senate Select Committee on Intelligence

Senate Special Committee on Aging

Committees of the United States House of Representatives
House Agriculture Committee

House Appropriations Committee

House Armed Services Committee

House Budget Committee

House Committee on Government Reform House Economic and Educational Opportunities Committee

House Education and the Workforce Committee

House Energy and Commerce Committee 

House Financial Services Committee 

House International Relations Committee

House Judiciary Committee

House Permanent Select Committee on Intelligence

House Resources Committee

House Rules Committee

House Science Committee

House Small Business Committee

House Standards of Official Conduct (Ethics) Committee

House Transportation and Infrastructure Committee

House Veterans’ Affairs Committee

House Ways and Means Committee

Methods of Contact in the Communication Age

The AMA Grassroots Hotline

The toll-free AMA Grassroots Hotline (800/833-6354) provides the most current information on legislative activities and faxes information and talking points about current legislative issues in which the AMA is actively engaged. Talking points are provided so that callers can be comfortable speaking with Members of Congress or their staff about an issue.  The hotline can also directly connect AMA and AMA Alliance members to their local legislators on the Hill.  

The AMA in Washington Homepage

The AMA’s Grassroots Web site contains the latest Call to Action, talking points on current health legislation, text of testimony given by the AMA Board of Trustees and links to other legislative Web sites.  The grassroots site also provides easy access to Members of Congress with e-mail addresses and homepages.  The site also includes an online form to sign up for legislative e-mail alerts. 

Writing Letters and E-mails

Note some general rules to follow when writing to legislators:

· Be sure you know the legislator’s district and how to spell his/her name.

· Don’t send form letters or obviously mass produced letters or emails.

· Write on one subject per letter.

· Don’t write a letter longer than one page unless absolutely necessary.

· Use exact bill numbers and popular bill titles.

· Know where the bill you are interested in is in the legislative process.

· Include statistics and other facts that lend credibility to your views.  Be sure to verify dollar figures, percentages and other numbers by contacting you state medical society staff.

· Explain how the issue affects you, your family and your community.

· Be sure to include how you can be reached.

· Be very specific about what action you need from your legislator on an issue i.e. vote “yes” next Tuesday on HB 1.

· Make the tone of your letter friendly and positive, not threatening or hostile.  If you oppose your legislator’s position on a bill, offer the alternative solution proposed by your medical society.

· Send a thank you note if the legislator votes in support of your viewpoint.

· Send a copy of your letter and a copy of any reply to your medical society to keep them informed of your legislative activities.

Sample Letter

Honorable John Doe

United States House of Representatives

Washington, DC 20515

Dear Representative Doe:

I am writing to you to express my deepest concerns about HR 1234, which contains language that would severely impact both the physicians and patients of this nation.

The Conference Committee will soon consider HR 1234, and I urge you to enact the following changes in the legislation and to urge your colleagues to do the same.

1. Physicians must be able to obtain binding written advisory opinions from the appropriate enforcement agencies as to whether or not anticipated conduct violates the law.

2. Civil monetary penalties should be commensurate with the offense committed, and the language should require the individual to know that his or her conduct is prohibited before they are imposed.

3. There should be no creation of an inappropriate county system that would finance enforcement activities with fines.

4. Any data collection program should protect patient privacy.

I am pleased with the current attempt to pass incremental health insurance reform and support many of the provisions in this legislation.  However, I cannot tell you how detrimental these civil and criminal penalties would be to American medicine and to the health care system.  I know that my husband, a practicing physician in Springview, would find it difficult to practice in an environment where he could be fined and/or imprisoned for making an honest mistake in violation of an ill-defined law.

Similarly, he would not want to be fined heavily for using an incorrect CPT code or ICD-9 code on an insurance claim form.  If you have not examined these codebooks, please do so.  They are extremely confusing inasmuch as multiple codes seem to apply to any given diagnosis and procedure.  In many cases, it is difficult to know the correct one to use.   Although I have worked with these codes on a daily basis for many years in my job as an office assistant, I am often unclear as to the applicable code for a specific procedure or diagnosis.

I hope that our community can count on you to support the above changes and to encourage your colleagues to do so as well.

Sincerely yours,

Sandra Jones

37 Bellevue Place

Springview, NY 10534
Fine-tuning Your Constituent Skills

You have a right and responsibility to make your voice heard to your elected officials.  Communication is the key to making your voice heard.  Using the right tools is critical.  For example, every grassroots communication should always contain local information.  Every time you contact an elected official, use either a local example of how something works or a story that involves hometown people.  Here are more specific methods to maximize your interaction with legislators.

Phone Calls

Phone calls to your elected officials can be tools of mass pressure and become very important when sudden legislative action makes letters too slow.

Tips to remember when calling:

· You may deal with a staff person who knows little about your issue.

· Clearly identify the subject, title or bill number to which your call refers.

· Make clear what side of the issue you are on and what action you would like your official to take.

· Identify yourself as a constituent.

· If the elected official has more than one office, such as one local and one in Washington, DC, calling the local district office can be a good tactic.  The people who answer the phone there don’t always get the same blitz of communications the Washington office receives.  A dozen phone calls to them on the same topic may be reported to the elected official as strong constituent support.

E-mail

When speed is essential, e-mail can work better than a phone call (if your officials check their e-mail).  Like a call, e-mail can be instant.  However, e-mail allows you to offer a more detailed rationale.

Office Visits

If you are already a key supporter or a close friend of your elected official, an office visit is the strongest way to make a personal appeal.  If you have never contacted your elected official before, the office visit can be a great first step to develop a lasting relationship.  The goal of your visit should be to advocate your position with local information and to build your relationship with the legislator.

Delivering Local Information

Small talk at the beginning of a meeting places everyone at ease.  But you must send a signal that you have something specific to discuss.  Bring with you a one-page fact sheet that outlines your concerns with the pending legislation and what you would like the legislator to do.  

Show your concern for people and bring both a national and local perspective to the issue.  Use personal stories as illustrations.  After the meeting, introduce yourself to the official’s staff.  Mention your role in the community as an AMA Alliance officer and member.  This will help you in reaching the elected official next time you call.

Meeting with Staff Only

When an elected official has a scheduling conflict, you may be asked to meet with staff.  A similar personal and local presentation may be made to the staff member to pass along to the legislator.  Ask the staff member about his/her involvement in health care issues, and extend an offer to act as an information resource.

Building the Relationship

The end of the meeting should be the beginning of your relationship.  Let your representative know that you wish to stay in touch.  

Always offer to serve as an information resource: “If you need information on any issues relating to health care, please give me a call.” Be sure to leave your card.

Offer to serve on the official’s health care advisory committee, if there is one: “If you have a formal health care advisory committee, or if you start one, I’d like to serve.”

Ideally, a relationship with your legislator should begin before there is an issue to discuss.  A good way to make the first step is by participating in a Day at the Capitol event, inviting legislators to speak at your local Alliance meeting, or asking a mutual friend to introduce you to a legislator.  Before meeting in person, it is also a good idea to research the legislator’s personal background and career, their committee memberships, positions on issues, voting record on important issues and areas you have in agreement.

Contact After the Meeting

Send a follow-up letter or e-mail to the elected official and/or staff member repeating your points and expressing thanks for their attention.  Renew your offer to serve as an information resource and briefly touch on your key points.  

Pay close attention to the response of your legislator.  If you get a commitment to support or co-sponsor a bill, be sure to report it to the AMA Washington Office or to your state medical society lobbyists.  They know how this legislator can be most helpful in the specific legislative situation.  Also inform the AMA Alliance about the meeting and your views on its results.

Stay informed on your legislator’s positions on issues and of his or her public statements.

Letters to the Editor

Letters to the editor and op-ed articles are a way to communicate with your elected official and the public at the same time.  A letter to the editor that mentions the name of an elected official is certain to be read by that official.

Here are some helpful guidelines for crafting your letter to the editor.

· Most letters that get printed are in response to an editorial or article that appeared in the paper previously.  Therefore, begin a letter by making a reference, such as, “I was surprised to read in your paper that…”

· Generally the shorter the letter, the better your chance of getting it printed.

· Newspapers do not have the space to print every letter received.  It’s a good idea to have several people write letters on the same topic, increasing the odds that at least one letter will be printed. 

· Be sure to give your phone number.  Newspapers are cautious about people signing phony names, so they may call to verify that it’s your letter.

· Every time you send a letter to your elected official, look in the newspaper for a tie-in for a letter to the editor on the same topic.

· If you praise your elected official in your letter to the editor, send a copy to your elected official at the same time you send it to the newspaper.  Even if the newspaper doesn’t run it, the official will appreciate your effort.
· Get a committee to recruit people to write letters to their papers, but don’t furnish a form letter for everyone to sign.  The best method to getting published is to discuss some general talking points and to let individuals compose their own letters in their own words.

Impacting State Legislation

The effect of state legislation on the day-to-day practice of the physician can be more direct in many ways than that of federal legislation.  For example, the thousands of bills on health issues introduced into state legislatures each year include legislation on such topics as medical licensure and discipline, professional liability, and patient access to medical records.

The AMA tracks these bills and communicates information to state and specialty medical societies.  More than awareness is needed, however, to see that health legislation enacted by state governments will benefit the people in the state.  Action is needed by concerned, knowledgeable people.  Due to a variety of factors, the power of the constituent is very strong.  Votes, public demonstration of support, and donations of time and money to political campaigns get legislators elected and re-elected. Grassroots involvement is crucial to the legislative process, and members can choose many ways to be involved.  Effective grassroots action will encompass the following tips.

Coordinate your efforts with the medical society.

This is very important to the success of any legislative projects you take on.  It is essential to approach the legislature with a unified position whenever you are representing your organization and, through it, the medical society.

Suggest projects.

Talk to society leaders about projects in which cooperation with the medical society is desirable.  Seek a place on medical society committees.  Having a seat on medical society committees helps maintain the relationship between the Alliance and the medical society.  Working with their legislation committee is an excellent way to know and relate the medical society’s legislative goals to your Alliance and coordinate your actions.  In return, some Alliances invite medical society members to sit on their boards and committees.

Keep ongoing communications.

Request time at the medical society annual meeting to report on Alliance projects and programs.  Also ask if your Alliance can have a column in the medical society newsletter.  

Work with the medical society staff.

Cultivate a relationship with the executive director of the medical society whose support is needed for coordinated activities with the Alliance.  Treat the medical society staff as a professional team with whom a reciprocal relationship can be mutually beneficial.

Know the substance of legislative proposals.

While most Alliance members will probably not have the time to become as conversant with a piece of legislation as the medical society staff, learn as much as you can about particular bills and pass your information along to other members.

Communicate with legislators in person whenever possible and through letters, faxes and e-mails.

Make your view clear and make sure the legislator knows what action you would like taken.  Don’t threaten the legislator or cut off communication if he/she doesn’t agree with you.  If you are writing a letter, your home address should appear at the top, so the legislators know they are hearing from a voting constituent.  

Attend legislative committee hearings on a bill whenever possible.

Coordinate attendance with your medical society prior to the hearings.  Your presence at the hearings will enable the person testifying to demonstrate support for the position.

Contact your legislator when a bill is still in committee.

If your legislator serves on the committee, he/she will have a direct say on whether or not the bill comes out of committee.  If your legislator is not on the committee, he/she can still have an impact by communicating his views.

Encourage family members and friends to write to their legislators.

Quantity does mean something, and this is a great way to the entire family of medicine involved.

Mention the positive alternatives supported by the medical society when opposing a bill. 

In addition, work with your medical society to develop positive, private sector, non-legislative programs that will prevent the need for any legislative action.

Don’t give up once a vote has been taken.

Continue to communicate.  Also, thank your legislator for any support he/she gave.

Know what activities you can perform without concern about your state’s lobby registration law and which ones would require registration.  Usually, if you are not paid for your legislative communication, the law will not be of concern.  Check with your medical society for guidance.

Setting Up an Alert System

If speed and ease are what you are looking for during a legislative “call to action” then look no further than your e-mail.  Blast e-mails make it easier to conduct legislative alerts, and setting it up is easier than you think.  

First, collect e-mail addresses to develop a personal group of e-mail addresses.

Assign an easy-to-remember name to the group.  You may go into this group to add or delete addresses at any time without disturbing existing addresses.

When you begin to write the alert message, type the name that you assigned to the group in the “To” box.  When the message is sent, it will automatically get sent to all addresses in the group.  Remember to include: a description of the issue, where to find further information, and what action you would like the reader to take.

For federal legislation alerts, you need only direct members to the AMA in Washington Web site, http://www.ama-assn.org/grassroots, or the Grassroots hotline 800/833-6354.  Using either method, members can get an issue overview, talking points and make direct contact with a legislator.

Keep the message simple. Inform members of the important issues that may be on the floor soon and remind them to check the Grassroots Hotline or Web site.

Utilize all forms of dispersing an alert.  Using telephone trees, blast faxes and blast e-mail alerts give members a choice.  Not everyone has e-mail or access to a fax machine, so a telephone call can be a nice heads-up.

Avoid using the attachment option in your alert.  Not all e-mail hardware is the same and an attachment may not come across legibly.

Planning a Day at the Capitol
The purpose of a Day at the State Capitol is to familiarize members with the process of state government, the people involved in state government and how members can work with and through state governments to achieve results.

A Day at the State Capitol brings Alliance and medical society members from one or more counties to the capitol for a day focusing on state issues, meeting with legislators, and letting state government know that the medical community is active and involved.  The program can include legislative workshops; lobbying initiatives on pending legislation; and luncheons with featured speakers, including the governor, medical society lobbyists, or prominent legislators. State and county Alliances have planned a variety of innovative days at the legislature, and here are some specific ideas.

One state distributed bag lunches and coffee mugs to all state legislators on their Day at the State Capitol.  The mugs, as well as all the paper goods packed with the lunch, featured the state Alliance and medical society slogans and logos.

Another state Alliance found that the best way to organize a Day at the State Capitol is to organize county days at the legislature.  Each county picks its own day and hosts local legislators at a meal.  Members are encouraged to bring friends and relatives with them to the legislative session.

In one state, Alliance members attended their Day at the State Capitol for a briefing on the legislative process and the key issues being considered.  After the state day, visits to the legislature continued twice a month, with each county Alliance taking its turn as organizer and host.  Members were able to track legislation from discussion in committee to debate in the house.

One state Alliance had a Day at the Capitol at the nation’s capitol.  Buses picked up members from three areas in the state for the trip to Washington, DC, where participants visited their representatives and received a legislative briefing.

Attending a high-profile event like a Day at the Capitol to get in touch with elected officials is important, but staying in touch on a regular basis after you have returned home is also key.  Lawmakers need to know how proposed bills can affect patient care and access to medical care.  They depend on informed people like you to help them make educated decisions.

The Mini-Internship Program

There’s an old adage that says you can’t know a man’s troubles until you’ve walked a hundred miles in his shoes.  That premise is the basis of the mini-internship program.  Individuals from outside the field of medicine – such as legislators, business and community leaders, journalists and attorneys – observe a physician in action for a one-or two-day period.

After experiencing firsthand the often grueling schedules that most physicians keep, participants in the mini-internship program gain a better understanding of physicians’ concerns and of the many constraints places on the medical profession.  The program helps develop a network of “friends” of medicine among decision-makers and opinion leaders in the community.

The mini-internship program also provides a great opportunity for medical societies and Alliances to work in coalition to enhance the image of physicians.  Best of all, the program can be adapted for large or small organizations.  The AMA publication, Starting a Mini-Internship Program, offers a step-by-step outline for setting up such a program.  A copy of the book can be ordered by contacting AMA Alliance headquarters.  The following is a brief overview to get started.

· Meet with medical society leaders for approval of the program.

· Begin by organizing a planning committee and assigning duties to each member.  Different chairs may be appointed to coordinate physician recruitment, participant recruitment, scheduling, publicity, etc.

· Alert the medical community about your plans and ask for volunteers, such as members of the medical society, who will escort participants.

· Create an information packet for physicians that includes several copies of a letter explaining the purpose of the program, which can be distributed to patients along with a consent form allowing participants to be present during patient appointments, surgery, etc.

· Contact all hospitals where mini-internships will take place to gain the necessary clearance.  A contract may be necessary.  Consult the medical society’s legal counsel.

· Decide how many participants will be chosen and begin extending invitations.    Create a packet of information that includes a schedule, program guidelines, and a list of medical terminology.

· Send news releases to local media to notify them of the dates and purpose of the program.

· Schedule an orientation session for physicians and participants to meet prior to the internship.  This brief session gives the medical society and the Alliance the opportunity to explain how the program works and for physicians and participants to get acquainted.

· Schedule a debriefing session for participants to share their thoughts and observations.  You may want to develop an evaluation form for physicians and for the “interns.”  Consider creating a diploma or certificate to commemorate the internship experience.

· Send thank-you letters to all physicians and participants.

Voter Registration

Maintaining a high level of voter registration within the medical community should be an ongoing goal of your Alliance.  With just one voter registration project per year, or several smaller ongoing efforts, you can help make sure medicine’s influence is a strong one in the legislative arena.  An added bonus will be more publicity of the Alliance in the medical community.  The following are some simple steps for holding a voter registration drive.

Contact the local election office.

Contact your county or state election office to get literature about procedures in your area.  Request information on registration, absentee ballots, polling locations, absentee polling locations and appropriate deadlines.

Set goals and target a population.

Is your target the members of the Alliance and/or the medical society?  Or is there another segment of the medical population you wish to target?  Some suggested segments are medical students or resident physicians and their spouses, retired and older physicians, and hospital personnel.  

Obtain approval.

Alert your state and county medical societies of your plans.  They may have some suggestions and may even want to volunteer their services.

Select one or more methods of registration.
Dependent on the state, Alliance members may have several different registration methods to choose from.  Determine what method may be the best way to meet your goals, given your time and resources.  

Centralized: The unregistered voter must go to one established location (usually the county courthouse or city hall) and register at the appropriate office.  Organizations sponsoring a centralized voter registration are responsible for setting up materials and volunteering as deputy registrars.

Branch: A branch registration allows for an Alliance to set up a registration booth in places such as medical centers, hospitals, community centers, libraries, etc.  Some states have pre-determined locations and times for branch offices to set-up; other states will accept suggestions on places and times.  

Deputy: By becoming a volunteer deputy registrar, a member can hold conduct voter registration drives, visiting various locations and doing “on-site” registration. Contact your county election office for information.

Postcard: The Alliance sends unregistered voters a postcard to fill out and send to the registrar’s office.  The postcards are provided by the election official in your area.  Regulations on registration by mail vary and you should check with your registration official’s office.

Form a coalition.

Forming a coalition to conduct a voter registration drive can maximize your time and resources; and if your Alliance has never conducted a drive before, it may be advantageous to learn the ropes from an organization that has, such as the League of Women Voters.

Know the law.

Under the National Voter Registration Act of 1993, states are required to implement procedures designed to facilitate voter registration in federal elections.  Pursuant to the motor voter provisions, states must allow voters to register when applying for or renewing a driver’s license.  For voters who have physical disabilities, postcard registration must be permitted.  Voters with economic disabilities may register at government agencies where they are most likely to seek help.  Some states are now utilizing the State Division of Taxation, the State Division of Employment Services, state transit authority offices, as well as armed forces recruitment offices, as locations in which to carry out their statutory obligations.

Promote your project.

Voter registration projects offer a unique opportunity to generate awareness for your Alliance.  Send a news release or announcement to your contact at the local newspaper, radio and television station.  Also, think of ways to reach your target population; for example, place announcements in the medical society journal, the Alliance newsletter, and the hospital newsletter; and distribute fliers or hang posters in the hospitals and medical centers.  Visibility will make your efforts more effective.

Follow up.

There will be paperwork to complete for your election office.  Keep a copy of all names, addresses, and telephone numbers of those you register so that you can contact them later to remind them to vote.  And don’t forget to thank your volunteers, your medical society, partner organizations, and those at your registration location.

Make it a membership service.

Many state and county Alliances have made voter registration a service of membership by establishing a clearinghouse of information complete with voter registration forms, absentee applications and ballots, schedules and locations for voting and other useful forms.

Name a chair.  

Assign a politically savvy member to keep abreast of new laws and developments within your state and county.  Members can ask the chair about issues such as redistricting, jurisdictional boundaries, and laws specific to your area.  This person can also become a deputy registrar and register people at meetings.

Provide information.

Knowledge leads to action, and nothing will get your members more determined to exercise their right to vote than keeping them informed about what their legislators are doing.  Notices in the newsletter and updates at meetings are two easy ways to keep members informed.  The more your members feel a part of the process, the more active they will be.

A WORD OF CAUTION:

The main thing that needs to be avoided in voter registration activities is conducting them in a way that favors one candidate over another. This can cause problems under the election law, and for Alliances that are exempt under 501(c)(3) or 501(c)(4) of the Internal Revenue Code, could cost them tax exemption status.

Legislative Advocacy Workshop

A legislative workshop or forum is a great way to get members interested in the legislative process because they can come to learn without feeling pressure for not being up-to-date on the issues.  Forums with lively speakers, open discussions, and a relaxed atmosphere can go a long way toward getting both physicians and Alliance members more active and involved.

Planning 

A program on legislation requires much thought since issues change rapidly.  Optimally your program should whet the appetites of participants and involve them in your legislative work.

Getting a program off the ground begins with the selection of a planning committee.  The committee should include members of your own legislation committee and a representative from the medical society legislation committee or council. 

Topic Ideas

There are several ways to present the subject of legislative advocacy.  Choose one issue, such as a current bill or choose a broad subject such as how the legislature works and how a bill is passed.  The following are some possible topics:

· Panel discussion on current critical issues facing organized medicine

· Forum on government with emphasis on access to health care

· Panel discussion on the role of the state medical association, the legislature, the legal profession and the insurance industry in legislation

· The legislature, the law and you

· What’s Happening Day – a program designed to help members understand a current medical issue, to anticipate public questions about the issues and to foster understanding of their legislative responsibility

· Meeting with local legislator to discuss issues of importance to the medical profession

· Educational dinner meeting with the state or county medical associations to hear prominent speakers ( i.e. a political analyst, a medical association lobbyist, a state hospital association representative, etc.)

· State legislative workshop to inform members of basic governmental procedures, tips for letter-writing, current federal and state health legislation, state medical society legislative programs

· How to communicate with state legislators

· Developing a legislative partnership with your a) Alliance b) your legislator c) medical society

Selecting a Format

Here are a few different formats to consider using:

· A speaker, such as a member of the state legislature or a Congressional representative

· A panel discussion, involving a legislator, medical society representative, physician and layperson;

· A debate between two speakers;

· A small workshop or discussion group on subjects presented by a speaker/panel;

· A question and answer period.  Since issues frequently cultivate interest and tempers, at least one half hour should be saved for this purpose.

Who to Invite?

The physical facilities and the program content will dictate the invitees.  Remember to invite both Alliance members and nonmembers – physicians’ spouses might be encouraged to join the Alliance if they found a program that stimulated their interest.

Timing is Important

Keep your program brief enough to hold interest, but long enough to cover your issue thoroughly.  Save enough time for questions and answers as interest often intensifies through interaction with the program speakers.

Finding Speakers

Speakers on public affairs and socioeconomic issues are available from a variety of sources.  Your state and federal legislators are often willing to give their services in this manner, since it provides them with a forum for meeting constituents.  Physicians too can be both interesting and informative spokespeople.  Some medical societies have speakers bureaus set up for this very purpose.

The AMA Alliance Speakers Bureau can also help.  The Speakers Bureau is comprised of all members of the AMA Alliance board and committees who are available for leadership training and workshops.  State and county Alliances may request specific topics to be addressed at the workshop, and the Bureau will provide a speaker conversant with the requested topic.  A request for Speakers Bureau services can be made through your State President.

Legislative Resources

American Medical News – A weekly AMA publication providing information on the most recent developments affecting the medical profession.  All AMA members automatically receive this publication.  To sign up for a subscription, simply visit www.amednews.com. 
Project Bank: The Encyclopedia of Public Health and Community Projects – Comprehensive tool the AMA Alliance offers to assist fellow state and county Alliances in planning and implementing projects and programs. Project bank is available online at www.amaalliance.org.  
Working with your Medical Society - When Alliances team up with their medical societies for legislative advocacy, everyone benefits. Learn why your input is important and how to successfully expand your relationship with your medical society beyond social functions. This is a free resource from the AMA Alliance.   Contact AMA Alliance headquarters at 312/464-4470 to order your free copy.

Helpful Resources
Advocacy Resource Center http://www.ama-assn.org/ama/pub/advocacy.shtml 

AMA Alliance www.amaalliance.org
AMA Alliance Advocacy Pages http://www.amaalliance.org/site/epage/40264_625.htm 

American Medical Association www.ama-assn.org 
AMA Grassroots Hotline (800) 833-6354
AMA Political Action Committee (AMPAC) www.ampaconline.org/ 
House of Representatives  www.house.gov 
Information on Health System Reform 

http://www.ama-assn.org/ama/pub/health-system-reform/hsr-impacts-practice.shtml 

Library of Congress – Thomas http://thomas.loc.gov/   

THOMAS was launched in January of 1995, at the inception of the 104th Congress. The leadership of the 104th Congress directed the Library of Congress to make federal legislative information freely available to the public. 

Senate www.senate.gov  
White House www.whitehouse.gov  
Legislative Awards for Alliance Members

To recognize your Alliance achievements in legislative activities, there are currently three different awards in two categories you may apply or be nominated.

Belle Chenault Award

The Belle Chenault Award is given by AMPAC, the bipartisan political action committee of the AMA, every other year (on the odd year, 2011, 2013, 2015, etc.) to recognize one Alliance member for his or her volunteer activities in a state or federal political campaign. The award is named for 1969-1970 AMA Alliance Past President Belle Chenault, who served on the AMPAC Board of Directors and encouraged Alliance members to participate in political activism.  

As is always the case, nominations for this prestigious award must be endorsed and submitted in the name of a state PAC with a letter from an officer.  Only one Alliance member per state can be considered for the award. For more information about the award or to receive a nomination packet, please visit the AMPAC Web site at www.ampaconline.org.
Legislative Education and Awareness Promotion (LEAP) Awards
The Legislative Education and Awareness Promotion (LEAP) Awards were initiated in 2002 by the AMA Alliance and AMPAC to recognize excellence in the legislative education and awareness programs and projects of county and state Alliances throughout the nation. 
Two awards are given each year – one to a county Alliance and one to a state Alliance - to recognize excellent legislation projects conducted throughout the nation. The LEAP awards are presented at the AMA Alliance Annual Meeting in June in Chicago.  The AMA Alliance and AMPAC invite one person from each winning county and state to make a short presentation and then honor both Alliances during the Annual Meeting. Organized resident physicians’ spouses and medical student’s spouses groups are eligible to apply for a county LEAP award. 
Guidelines and an entry form are in the next section of this book.  

2011 Legislative Education and Awareness Promotion Awards
Entry Guidelines and Form

Recognizing Excellence

The Legislative Education and Awareness Promotion (LEAP) Awards were initiated in 2002 by the AMA Alliance and AMPAC to recognize excellence in the legislative education and awareness programs and projects of STATE, COUNTY AND RP/MSS ALLIANCES throughout the nation. There will be one award given to a state Alliance, one to a county Alliance and one award given to a RP/MSS Alliance. 

LEAP Award Honors

The LEAP Awards are presented at the AMA Alliance Annual Meeting in June in Chicago. The AMA Alliance and AMPAC invite one person from each winning state, county or RP/MSS Alliance to make a short presentation and then honor the winners during the Annual Meeting.   Although the state/county/RP/MSS Alliance chooses the person to accept the award, that person MUST BE a current AMA Alliance and AMPAC member.

Eligibility

STATE, COUNTY and RP/MSS ALLIANCES are eligible for award consideration. Eligible projects must have been held between February 2010 and March 15, 2011 and scheduled to be completed by April 2011.

Entry Deadline

All entries must be postmarked by MARCH 31, 2011. A confirmation letter will be mailed to confirm that the AMA Alliance has received your entry. Winners will be notified in late April.

Judging Process

The LEAP Awards Judging Committee is composed of six members including the AMA Alliance legislation chair (chair of LEAP committee), immediate past president, one board member and three AMPAC board members (one to be an Alliance representative). The entries are judged based on the project summary, description of goals, impact of project on the target audience, impact on legislative and political involvement, impact on AMPAC and state PAC membership and budget and resource summary. Decisions are based ONLY on the project description; please do not refer to attachments (press releases, news features, posters, etc.) in your description. To maintain fairness, all entries are blinded and coded; please do not refer to your Alliance in the project description by name, county, city, or state.

LEAP Award Categories

Each county, RP/MSS group and state Alliance may submit only ONE program or project for this award. 

Project Description

Please provide the information listed below. Limit descriptions to one page per section. Please type and double-space each page. Use the completed Entry Form as your cover page. Judges will refer only to your project description when reviewing your entry. Please do not refer to attachments or the name of your Alliance in the project description. 


Project Summary 

Provide an overview of your project, your target audience, highlights of the project, and whether or not any co-sponsors were involved.

Description of Goals  

Briefly outline the project’s goals, what planning was involved, and who was responsible for the implementation of the goals.

Impact of Project on Legislative and Political Involvement 

Describe and evaluate ways in which your project impacted legislative and political involvement among the participants and highlight all areas of success.

Effect on AMPAC and State PAC Membership

Describe and evaluate the effect this project had on membership in these organizations and highlight all areas of success.

Budget and Resource Summary  

Provide an overview of the necessary resources, funds, donations, services, and volunteers needed to complete the project.

Impact on the Community – Let us know what kind of impact your project has made in your community.
Submission Process

All entries must be postmarked by MARCH 31, 2011. Please send your completed LEAP Award Entry Form and Project Description to:

American Medical Association Alliance
515 North State Street, 9th Floor
Chicago, IL 60654
Phone: 312.464.4470
Fax:     312.464.5020
E-mail: AMAA@ama-assn.org
Web site: www.amaalliance.org
American Medical Association Alliance, Inc.
Legislative Education and Awareness Promotion 
(LEAP) Awards Entry Form

Project Information   Please print or type.
Name of Project:  _____________________________________________________________________

(  New project
(  Project on-going from previous year(s)

Category--Check only ONE category

(  State Project            (  County Project 

(  Resident Physicians’/Medical Students’ Spouses Project                              
Alliance Information--Enter the number of:

County Alliance members




RPS/MSS members 
 



State Alliance members





National Alliance members




State, County, RP/MSS Group name:  
State, County, RP/MS Group President’s name:

Telephone: 





Fax: 







Contact Name: 




Alliance Position: 





City: 






State/Zip: 






Email: 
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