[image: image1.jpg]


Working with Governmental Partners
The political process is, by nature, a responsive one. The problem is that the political process responds only to input that is received. A commonly held perception is that many citizens are predisposed to the cynical notion that politicians are bought and sold, and many citizens believe that the average citizen has little or no influence. In reality, the ability for an individual citizen to influence politics is substantial, but like all other tasks, it requires patience, practice, and persistence.

Extension agents are highly effective change agents. Their positive influence can profoundly influence an entire community.  As elected officials discern which programs will yield the greatest return for invested public dollars, it is important that Extension is recognized for its quality youth development, agricultural, family, environmental, and leadership programs.  Effective communication and sustained positive relations with elected officials is critical to realizing funding support for Extension at the local, state, and federal levels.  Listed below are strategies that have been successful. They serve as a guide for establishing an effective governmental relations strategy. 
Central messages: 

1. Private dollars are important to Extension. Public dollars are essential to Extension.   

2. Cooperative Extension is part of local, state, and federal government.  Extension has effective programs that meet the needs of youth and adults.  
3. Cooperative Extension is part of public education (Land Grant Universities) and should receive public funding.
4. Cooperative Extension has a history of leveraging private dollars in a significant manner.

5. Those that work on a daily basis with Extension can best articulate and communicate the strength, relevance and potential of Extension and its programs.

6. Cooperative Extension is part of the Land Grants’ Colleges of Agricultural and Environmental Sciences and the USDA and should always work as partners within those systems. 
7. Extension staff and leaders should communicate and develop strategies to work with our co-workers in the University of federal system in securing public funds.
8. 4-H is extremely well positioned to leverage resources for the entire Extension system. 
Enabling points relative to Extension and seeking public (government) support:
1. Cooperative Extension is part of the USDA
2. Cooperative Extension is part of the land grant institutions in our states
3. Cooperative Extension is a partner in public education 
4. Cooperative Extension  is authorized for government funding by federal law
Governmental Relations Strategies:
1. Cultivate influential and supportive clientele
2. Understand the structure (informal and formal) of your state legislature
3. Articulate and communicate internally (University) the needs of Extension program and facilities. Needs based on defensible assessment processes. 
4. Identify Extension Users and alumni in elected bodies. 
5. Create opportunities to recognize officials and communicate the central messages in 4-H, ANR, and FCS

6. Establish, support, cultivate, and inform 4-H Foundation Trustees, State Advisory Groups, Ag Commodity Groups, Family Interest Groups, 4-H member boards of identified public and private funding needs
7. Establish and maintain a set of talking points. (post on web)
8. Keep the organizations web site up to date
9. Establish a day at the Capitol (Have members address chambers, distribute quality printed materials, have display, have support groups visiting offices.) Have members serving as pages for officials. Have Cooperative Extension and 4-H visible in as many places as possible.
10. Invite elected officials to local functions. Make the invitation personal.
11. Involve youth and adults articulating value and specific needs of Extension 
12. Be a member and attendee of forums that assemble county commissioners, school superintendents, and elected officials.  Place exhibits at these conferences.
13. Generate attractive publications that tell the story of successful Extension programs.  Ask supporters to deliver and discuss the publications.
14. 4-H members, Producers, Families, 4-H parents, donors, and volunteers are the best people to speak up for their organization.  Be sure they understand the message and have the tools to communicate in a purposeful and consistent manner. 

Inform and Empower Constituents

1. Extension support groups can inform clientele including 4-H members and ask them to speak up on needs. 

2. Maintain an external data base of elected officials.  Advisory council is excellent group to maintain data base. Include home and capitol address, fax numbers, email addresses in searchable data base.  Data base should be searchable by chamber, committee assignments, county, alumni, etc.

3. Be strategic in timing of letters and asks. 

4. Be certain that the expressed needs of Cooperative Extension have been included in all internal budget requests.
If budget needs are not met through internal request, rely on friends of Extension to know what is needed and speak up for the program. 
What are we selling? 
1. Be sure that 4-H produces what is promised if funded. 
2. Quantity and quality matter. It is not a choice. The program must reach a significant amount of students in a significant manner. 
Relationships to cultivate:
1. Who are the registered and active lobbyists that are also Cooperative Extension supporters?

2. Who are the elected officials that feel passionately about Extension?  

3. Who are the legislators that have no understanding of Extension? 

Strategies for “The Visit:”
1. Know what subject and issues you will address. Be focused and stick to no more than two or three major points.  Just as a good 4-H demonstration, “you need to tell them what you are going to tell them; tell them; tell them what you told them.” 
2. Know what you would want to accomplish in the visit, i.e., a commitment to support an initiative for funding, leadership on the issue, just an understanding of the need, or you may decide the visit is just creating awareness and developing communication. 
3. Be direct and specific but never confrontational.
4. Most politicians return calls from registered voters in their district.
5. During your visit listening is as important as talking. Looking for indications of the official's views, experience, bias, and interest. Find opportunities to provide good information that will help them in other issue and in future situations.

6. Strive to achieve closure on your issue. If you hear what you had hoped for, express your thanks and leave. If you reach a point of realizing that the support is not there and not likely, thank her/him for their time and interest. Leave the setting room to continue the discussion with different strategies and perhaps different people at a different time.
7. Allow time for, as we say in the south “visiting” or small talk at the outset, but not too much. Remember your goal and get it accomplished quickly. 

8. If there are several people visiting (try to limit group to five or less, folks from the elected officials home town are important, always a good idea to have 4-H members there), decide who will start the discussion and establish the agenda. Always use a constituent to open the discussion if practical.  They can then pitch the discussion to you if needed. 
9. Somewhat like Extension agents. Most elected officials are generalists.  Do your homework and understand what areas the official has expertise or passion for.  Also be sure you anticipate questions relative to the issues you are addressing.  Prepare a set of questions that are logical and be prepared with answers.  If you do not know an answer, commit to researching and following up with answer.  
Letter Writing: 

1. Well timed, personal handwritten letters can be very effective in communicating needs and support of an issue. Georgia legislators tell us that real letters from real people are typically read. Mass mailings are noted, but much less effective. 

2. 4-H’ers gain excellent experience from the process of writing and communicating with elected officials.  

3. Never use mass printed cards or letters that are produced in quantity.

4. The letter should come from a constituent of both Extension and the elected official.  i.e.: The 4-H member or parent or farmer, or family and consumer science program user in a representative’s district is the one who needs to write letter. 

5. State level Extension users (State Officers, Advisory Bds, Commodity Groups, and Ambassadors) need to have an in depth understanding of both the political system in your state and the specific budgetary request.  They should be ready to write letters in a moments notice.

6. Encourage volunteers and support groups to have tools needed to carry out effective letter writing.  (Stationary of many types, stamps, address list, lap boards, ink pens, etc) 

7. Letters should be sent seeking support and also thanking for support.    

8. Use best address. If the official is “in the district” or not in session, be sure the letter goes to their home or local office address. 

9. Encourage members and leaders to always begin their letter with personal statement.    
10. Do not assume legislators know Extension jargon and abbreviations. 

A volunteer leader asked, “Is 4-H public or private?” I answered, “Yes.” 

New Extension Agent, “Do we play politics?”  Extension administrator “No, we work like _____ at them.”
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