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Meeting Your Legislator: A Pretend Office Visit
By Charles R. Dyer


The following scene is a pretend meeting between a conservative Republican state legislator and two advocates on behalf of a bill for funding self help centers. One of the advocates is a leading member of the bar who is also a Republican and who makes contributions to the state legislator’s campaign. The legislator knows him by face. The second advocate is a staff member at a pilot self help program. This scenario is meant to cover the harder type of meeting, that with a probable opposing legislator. The values and commentary implied here would not be the same you may wish to employ facing a different legislator with different preferred values.

For the sake of brevity, I did not include such additional players as legislative staff who might be sitting in the meeting or lobbyists for the court system or people from the courts from the legislator’s home district. The Republican lawyer was recruited by the advocacy group because he is closer to the legislator and would cancel the negative vibes that the legislator might initially have for yet another bureaucrat coming with his hand out, especially presumably a liberal one. The Republican lawyer must be fully vetted in that you are certain that he understands the program thoroughly and is in favor of it and that he strongly supports the bill. It is harder if you don’t have someone like that, but you can use the beginning of the session to discuss a couple of trivial things that may help break the ice, such as sports teams or the weather back in the district. Also, for the sake of brevity, much other banter is left out.


The two advocates are escorted into the legislator’s office at the capitol. They shake hands with the legislator, exchange business cards, and sit down, usually in chairs or a sofa around a small table, and the legislator takes a seat in a chair at the table.


Comments added to this scenario refer to the slide presentation and the handouts.

Legislator:

Hi, Cal. I wasn’t expecting to see a friend.

Cal
:
Hi, Bob. I’m here with Susan from the Yahoo County Self-Help Center to discuss a bill we hope you’ll support
. It’s the Self Help Law and Order Bill. S.B. 203, authored by Senator Zorza. It’s purpose is to arrange for regular funding of a very good program that began as a pilot test project using grant funding. The bill
 would set up self help centers in courthouses so that people going to court without a lawyer can get hold of the proper forms and get help preparing their cases. Let me have Susan explain the project.

Susan:
Here’s a typical case
. Mrs. Donovan’s husband ran off
 with another woman and left her and the three kids. He closed his bank account and opened a new one, so she no longer had access to any of his salary to help with the kids. She came to our center seeking a divorce and seeking help getting her husband to contribute to the children’s livelihood. She said he was sending some money, but not nearly enough, and she couldn’t keep up on her own paycheck alone, not to mention the added cost of extra child care now that he is gone. She said that, in addition to the wrenching
 in her gut from the way he was treating her, she began to see
 herself and the kids falling into poverty and losing their house. She even expressed
 some fear that her kids would start hanging out with the wrong crowd.

We were able to get her the forms she needed immediately and to advise her that she could get a preliminary order to force her husband to come up with more support. Eventually, she got a divorce and custody of the children with a decent level of child support. After her divorce, Mrs. Donovan came to us to thank us because, she said, “I never would have been able to get my finances in order
 as fast had I had to face
 the scary task of going to court not knowing what I was doing and having to find out everything myself. The whole thing was not fun, but at least my appearance in court was tolerable and not wasted time. And thank goodness also that the court was able to tell my former husband to get on the stick and pay a proper amount of child support. My ranting
 at him was doing no good, but hearing it from the court made him fess up to his obligations.”

In
 creating the pilot program, our court was not only concerned with making sure that pro se litigants were prepared for court, which, of course, improves courtroom efficiency, but also keeping those hard working citizens who cannot afford lawyers in more proper circumstances so that they don’t end up showing up in court on other matters, such as domestic abuse, or their children for petty crimes or drugs. We may get more people coming to court for these cases, but every one we get doesn’t end up being a broken marriage without a proper divorce with both parties eventually living in sin with others and possibly falling into the underworld of drugs and crime.

I should note that the program has had some opposition
 from some members of the bar. They see it as possibly making it easier for people to avoid hiring lawyers, but, of course, most lawyers won’t accept cases when the clients can’t afford to pay, and Legal Aid and the pro bono lawyers have their hands full with cases that people can’t handle themselves. Some say that the quality of the work, when people represent themselves, is not as good as lawyers would do. That may be so, but most cases we are talking about are very standard, and when the self help center sees one that needs more effort, it refers the client to a legal service agency or to the county law library to do more work. Short of having a lawyer for every civil case, this is a very good compromise, and many people can handle their own affairs very well
. Some even prefer it.

Our very small center sees a couple hundred
 such people each month. We have created packets for family law, landlord-tenant, small claims, and bankruptcy, the kinds of cases where people need to get their lives in order. Because the funding is from a grant, we don’t have enough and have to turn away some people. This bill would improve our funding, stabilize the program, and also allow the program to be implemented in other counties, including those that you represent.

I have here a fact sheet that gives the particulars of the bill. [Hand over the fact sheet.]

Legislator:

Well, you’ve given me some things to think about, but as you may know, I dislike
 continually building up government programs and I especially dislike raising taxes to do so.

Cal
:
While I generally agree with you, this program is different. People aren’t coming to the self help center because they want something they could do without
. They have to go to court. No one chooses to do so willingly. The question is whether they can be effective and the court can maintain order and dispense justice. And as to taxes, I believe
 that the more people who maintain order
 in their lives, the more people we have who will pay taxes. While this program comes with a funding provision, it is minuscule in size, and somewhere else we are not having to raise taxes because we have more contributing citizens as a result of this program.

Legislator:


I will take what you say under advisement. I will have to discuss the measure with my colleagues. If they can agree, then I might support the bill. At least, you have made enough of a case that, at this point, I will say that, while I may not vote for the bill, I don’t think I will actively oppose it.

Cal:
Thank you for hearing us. I do hope you will support the bill.

Susan:
Thank you, and please have someone contact me if you need more information or clarification.

The scene finishes with the legislator not being direct with regard to where he or she stands on the bill. This would be typical in a situation such as this. The legislator is not going to go against a party line, if the party should come out against the bill. An initial offer not to oppose the bill actively is actually a considerable win in many instances, such as when the legislator is the chair or minority vice chair of an important committee that will consider the bill.
The legislator may inquire who among the other legislators is in favor of or opposes the bill. Always give the proponents first, and especially mention any Republicans, especially leaders. If you know of a legislator who is actively in opposition, name the person and the reason for opposition, but also mention whether you have had a chance to meet the opponent. Be sure to stress if the opposition is a more general opposition, e.g., opposed to taxes, and reiterate the values you are trying to bring.
�The friend should start the discussion.


�Always begin by announcing the bill and your stance.


�Explain the bill very succinctly.


�Start with a story. Try to use a real story and a real name.


�Speak straightforwardly, in vernacular, using metaphorical expressions that bring the point home. “Ran off” and “left” is better than “abandoned”. The terms also bring in the Strict Father metaphors, showing the husband to be lacking Moral Strength.


�This is a kinesthetic metaphor.


�This is a visual metaphor.


�This is an auditory allusion, leading to the kinesthetic feeling: fear. It operates like a metaphor, employing the metonym “fear” in lieu of “words of fear”.


�Here we are actually using the term “order” as part of the Strict Father metaphor, Moral Order, i.e., Moral Order is restored.


�Another visual metaphor.


�This whole sentence invokes auditory signals.


�This paragraph brings home the framing of the story in Strict Father metaphors, with use of terms such as “efficiency,” “proper circumstances,” “living in sin,” and “falling.” 


�The conversation then turns to potential opposition, but it remains within the same framing.


�This phrase invokes notions of Moral Strength and Moral Self-Interest.


�Only very late in the discussion, as the last remaining detail, do you get to the statistics.  And keep them simple. If the point on statistics is pressed, refer the legislator to the fact sheet. NOTE: If the legislator presses hard on statistics, then he or she is obfuscating, trying to find small points to nitpick and trying to change the framing. Don’t get caught up in that. Continue to refer back to your original framing.


�Here the legislator is trying to change the framing to his or her more usual value pattern. You will need to combat such re-framing directly with regard to your own bill, but respect the legislator’s right to have his own values.


�In keeping with the previous comment, we have Cal, the Republican lawyer, handling this question, so that he can continue to support the legislator’s values, while re-directing the framing back to your preferred frame.


�This sentence is inserted to distinguish self help center service from government largesse.


�I originally wrote “we should remember,” but I removed it because you never want to be preaching to the legislator, out of respect. But “believe” works well here, because it is more value-laden than an expression such as “the fact is,” which also may not actually be true.


�This is a return to the Moral Order metaphor.





