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What you will learn in this module:  

 What is the legislative process? 
 How to educate legislative officials 

with a positive message.  
 How to initiate personal contact with 

legislators and build relationships.  
 How to convey a positive message. 
 How to interact with other elected 

officials.  



 Conservation districts are directly affected by 
actions of federal and state legislators. 
 Sometimes there is a need for new legislation to 

address a natural resource issue  
 Sometimes there are concerns over funding for district 

and natural resource programs. 
 Sometimes it is necessary for conservation districts  
 to take action to educate, inform and  
 persuade other elected officials. 

The Legislative Process 



The Legislative Process  (cont’d) 

 To build effective legislative relationships, 
conservation district supervisors should: 
 Be informed of issues affecting their district and its goals 
 Know their elected officials and other legislators who 

influence conservation district policy and funding 
 Be prepared to present the case for conservation district 

interests  
 

 Legislator information is located at: 
 http://legis.state.sd.us 
 This site provides rosters for the South Dakota Senate 

and House of Representatives as well as access to 
committee membership, bills filed and other information. 



South                                                                
Dakota’s 

Legislative 
 Process 



How to Educate Legislators 
 Learn the message: 

 

 Before contacting a legislator, take the time to 
read available background material on the bill 
or issue. 

 Study materials that support the district’s 
position. 

 Identify possible arguments against this 
position. 

 Be a credible spokesperson for your 
issue.  Credibility is easily lost not easily 
restored. 



How to Educate Legislators– (cont’d) 

Learn about the legislators: 
 

 Who are your legislators? 
 

 How long has he or she been in office? 
 

 What committees does he or she sit on? 
 

 What kind of district does he or she represent? 
 

 Has he or she been supportive of conservation 
and agricultural issues in the past? 



 Practice the message: 
 Specify a message for supporters. 
 Specify a message for opponents. 
 Rehearse the message in front of colleagues. 

 It may be helpful to take a staff person or area 
representative with you:  
 They may be able to answer some of the tougher 

questions. 
 They are able to follow-up with further information, if 

requested by the legislator. 

How to Educate Legislators– 
(cont’d) 



Building the Relationship 

 You should build a relationship before you have 
need of your legislator’s help. 
 

Meet with your legislators to get acquainted. 
 They have more time to meet while at home in 

their legislative district than during session. 
 Personal meetings will not be easily forgotten. 
 Address them appropriately  
   and with respect, resisting  
   attempts at humor. 



Building the Relationship 
 He or she is more likely to want to listen if they 

know who you are and about your 
conservation district’s work. 

 

 Invite him or her to a conservation district 
meeting or special event. 

• Even though they may not attend, the invitation 
tells them who you are and that you are 
interested in them. 

 

• Legislators especially appreciate  
    speaking to and interacting with their  
    constituents.  



 Visit in person, call, or send an e-mail or 
letter. 
 Identify yourself, get to the point immediately, 

ask for specific action, and explain why you’re 
asking for support. Offer additional assistance 
if needed.  

 Follow up with a phone call and be flexible in 
arranging a time to meet. 

Initiating Contact with Legislators 



 At introductions, save time by making it clear who 
you are and what district you represent. 

 Do not “overkill” – stick to the message. 
 Most legislators have many demands on their time.  Elaborate 

or long speeches will not be appreciated. 
 They want your well prepared facts and views presented in a 

straightforward and concise manner. 
 Leave a copy of your position or fact sheet with 

them to read over at a later time. 
 Never make up answers – get back  
   in touch with them when you know  
   the correct answer. 

Personal Contact with Legislators 



Personal Contact with Legislators  
(cont’d) 

Listen, listen, listen – especially with new 
legislators. 
 Seek a commitment – but don’t demand one 

before the facts are in.  Give your legislator a 
chance to examine all sides of an issue. 

 Thank them for their time. 
 Follow up with a thank you  
   letter and continued updates. 

 
 

 



Written Communication 
 A personal typewritten letter or e-mail may be the 

most effective way of contacting your legislator. 
 Address it properly.  Know your legislator’s full 

name and correct spelling. 
 

 For a Senator: 
 

 The Honorable (full name) 
 State (or United States) Senator 
 Address 
 ********** 
 Dear Senator (last name): 
 
 For a Representative: 
 
 The Honorable (full name) 
 State (or United States) Representative 
 Address 
 ********** 
 Dear Representative (last name): 



Written Communication (cont’d) 

 Always include your last name and address on the 
letter. 

 Use your own words – not a form letter. 
 Time the arrival of your letter while the bill or issue is 

still in committee and there is time for effective action. 
 Know what you’re writing about – identify the bill or 

issue of concern to you. 
 Be reasonably brief – a single page is preferred by 

most legislators. 
 Give reasons for your position. 

 Explain how the issue would affect you, your 
conservation district and the local community. 

 If you have specialized knowledge, share it with your 
legislator. 



 Be constructive.  If a bill deals with a real 
problem but you believe the bill is the wrong 
approach, explain what you believe to be the 
right approach. 

 Write a letter of appreciation when you feel a 
legislator has done a good job.  They are human 
too and seldom receive thank you letters of 
encouragement. 

 Remember – on any one issue, even a few 
letters to one legislator can have an important 
impact. 

Written Communication (cont’d) 



 To be effective in influencing legislators, both 
positive thinking and positive actions are very 
important. 

 People will listen when you:  
 are confident  
 know your issues  
 are positive 

 

Communicating a Positive Message 



 You and the legislators you deal with should know 
that your issue or concern is always an affirmative 
one. 

• Consider yourself “pro” and not “anti”.  Being “anti” 
on an issue is negative, defensive and reactive.  
Working from a “pro” stance makes it far easier to 
keep communication open and 

   influence the process. 
• Look for the win-win solution. 

Communicating a Positive Message 
(cont.)  



Maintaining District Visibility 

District meetings can be just as 
   effective as meetings at the Capitol. 
 Invite elected officials to local meetings, field 

days and award ceremonies. 
Host public events for your elected officials. 
District staffers are just as important as 

legislative staff.  Invite them to events too. 
Don’t underestimate your ability to influence the 

future of agricultural and conservation 
programs! 



 The “scheduler” is the person in close contact 
with federal elected officials. 
 Don’t be offended if you speak or meet with a staffer 

rather than the Member directly. 
 Never underestimate the power of a staffer – he or she 

has the Member’s ear frequently. 

 Visit in person, call, or send an e-mail or letter. 
 Identify yourself, get to the point immediately, ask for 

specific action, and explain why you’re asking for 
support. Offer additional assistance if needed.  

 Follow up with a phone call and be flexible in 
arranging a time to meet. 

Initiating Contact with Congressionals 



Building Relationships with 
County Officials 

 Recognize their responsibility, role and     
busy schedule. 

 Give them an opportunity to speak – then listen. 
 Invite them to locally-led conservation activities. 
 Sell the importance of your conservation 

projects. 
 Offer assistance in conservation matters. 
Maintain open communication throughout the 

year. 



Summary 

Conservation districts are directly affected 
by actions of elected officials.  

 Build relationships by: 
 being informed of issues affecting the district, 
 knowing elected officials  & their influence, and 
 being prepared to present your case  



Summary 
 People will listen when:  

 you are confident , know your issues, and are 
positive, 

 you build a relationship before you want their help, 
 you help find a win-win solution,  
 you are credible, and 
 you listen. 

Develop, then practice a message for 
supporters and opponents 

 
 

 
 



Summary 
Deliver your message to those that will listen 

 It may be a staffer who will deliver your 
message. 

Get to your point immediately being clear 
and concise without overkill 
 Leave a short written document for their later 

review 
 Thank them for their time 
 Follow up  

 
 



Summary 
 Invite local legislators and other local 

officials to your field days and award events 
 Invite them to your locally-led events 

 Inform of your district position 
 Listen to and recognize their position 
 Offer assistance with natural resource 

conservation matters 
 Keep communication lines open all year long 


	Conservation District Supervisor Accreditation
	What you will learn in this module: 
	The Legislative Process
	The Legislative Process  (cont’d)
	Slide Number 5
	How to Educate Legislators
	How to Educate Legislators– (cont’d)
	How to Educate Legislators– (cont’d)
	Building the Relationship
	Building the Relationship
	Initiating Contact with Legislators
	Personal Contact with Legislators
	Personal Contact with Legislators  (cont’d)
	Written Communication
	Written Communication (cont’d)
	Written Communication (cont’d)
	Communicating a Positive Message
	Communicating a Positive Message�(cont.) 
	Maintaining District Visibility
	Initiating Contact with Congressionals
	Building Relationships with County Officials
	Summary
	Summary
	Summary
	Summary

