DO’S AND DON’T OF TOWN HALL MEETINGS


Before you begin the presentation ask for a show of hands of those who have attended a Town Hall in person or by phone. Then, how many have had an opportunity to ask a question or be involved in the discussion.
Bring the attendees into the presentation by selecting a few [2 to 3 who attended a Town Hall and 1 or 2 who attended a Telephone Town Hall]. Have them briefly discuss the event, what was the mood of the town hall event [friendly, hostile, and/or political party oriented to questions, responses, selection of speakers, etc.] Just so everyone can get an overview of what Town Halls are like since no two are ever the same.  

If someone was able to pose a question, do they remember what the issue was and how their presentation went? Were there additional questions, comments from the legislator, or the audience, etc?

How are most Town Halls conducted?
They will vary based on whether the Town Hall is a predetermined specific issue oriented event where the legislator has designated what the issue will be for the event [example Affordable Care Act, the debt and the budget, or a specific political issue in the legislator's legislative district or the state if the presentation is by a Senator].

Is the Town Hall dealing with a political polarization issue(s), the degree of support or protest against the issue(s) or is it just a friendly “Hi! Hello! This is what is happening in Washington DC event”. You will find that most Town Hall events are a mixture of everything from cheers to protests. 
Some examples from the LD:

In the WA 3rd Congressional district Brian Baird would hold the Town Halls in an auditorium at Clark College which held 250+ visitors and was sometimes televised over the local public TV channel. He conducted a Town Hall at the Clark County Fair Amphitheater on the Affordable Care Act and over 500 individuals attended along with 10 members of the Clark County Sheriff’s office to insure there wasn’t a riot.  

Jaime Herrera Beutler holds her “coffee” Town Halls at locations that has a capacity of 20 to 30 people but generally holds Town Halls either by invitation only or conducts a telephone Town Halls. Most of her’s are last minute events that are not announced to the local newspaper so it is very hard to participate in her events and many believe that she conducts them that way so there is little opposition when her event is held. 

When the event begins the Congressional member will generally open the event with what is happening in Washington DC or a discussion of pending bills or legislation [budget, terrorism, immigration, border security or other national issue]. Sometimes the discussion will be channeled towards or deal with legislation that the individual has introduced or is significantly involved in through the committee that they are a member of.

Before the start of the Town Hall there is usually a sign-up sheet soliciting speakers, requesting that they identify questions & issues that they [the public] wish to discuss or be addressed during the event. The list will ask who you are, where you live [to insure you live in that legislative district] and what your general question is about. Some events they may use the list and go down the line of who wants to speak such as speaker 1 or 2, etc, but generally the legislator will preplan the event and the Senator or Representative or their staffer may lump issues and questions and then the Senator or Representative will discuss their position on the issue without selecting speakers. They don’t like being blind-sided, or call on someone who wants to spend 30 minutes talking about the snail dart and the Tennessee Valley dam system. They or their staffer may or will selectively choose the issues for discussion. The Senator or Representative and their staff are generally aware of who is friend or foe [people who show up not only at these events  but also at political party events, fund raisers or is the person who visits the office quarterly, monthly, weekly or daily yelling at them or telling them what a great job they are doing.]
If you want to talk on an issue get there early and sign up and be sure to sit near the front and generally in or near an aisle seat. [The reason for this is that a staff member will generally walk around the audience with a microphone and they are looking for people who they recognize [friend not foe] who has raise their hand to talk or have signed the list and are easily accessible by the staffer.
Within the past few years we have been introduced to Telephone Town Halls. These events are more scripted and topic oriented and they severely restrict your ability to talk on an issue. Also, with telephone Town Halls after you talk, the legislator may expand on the issue if it is a pro issue with them, or if it is a negative issue or something they don’t want to deal with they go to the next person on the telephone line and that new question will usually be on an entirely different issue so unless the legislator wants to expand on your issue the next caller allows the legislator to defer on continuing that specific topic and change direction or evade controversy. At the in-person event the crowd can sometime force the issue to be discussed in greater detail. 
Generally when it is a telephone event your phone will ring and you are called as the event begins [generally a 800 number calls your residence] that has a recording.

 “Hello, this is Jaime Herrera Beutler and I am having a town hall meeting if you would like to participate please select 1 on your phone and you can join the event in progress, and if you would like to ask the Representative a question hit 2”. 
Hit the code to be part of the Town Hall and if you want to talk hit the talk prompt immediately. When you do that you will get a staffer who will ask for your name, where you live and the general issue you want to talk about. Then you will be told you are number 6 on the list of callers. If you wait a few minutes after joining the call and then enter the prompt you will be told you are number 66 on the list of callers. So if you want to talk hit the prompt immediately.
Most Senators or the Representative have already contacted “friendlies” before the start of the Town Hall and they are already on the call and generally the discussion has already begun when you get your initial call. The legislator will begin covering the issues they want to present during the town hall and will spend most of the time talking about what they are doing in DC, what their goals are for the legislative year and if their party is in the majority all of the great things they are doing and if in the minority all of the dangerous legislation that is being proposed. If they are not a member of the Presidents party they will also discuss what the President is doing wrong and why all of his policies are dangerous and harmful.  

The telephone town halls last about 30 minutes at the most, where at an actual Town Hall if may last a 45 minutes to an hour or longer time depending on the issue and the mood of the audience. [Happy or Hostile]!

The telephone town hall will generally have a Q & A that lasts about 15 minutes at most, so generally only about 4 to 8 individuals will get a chance to talk.  If the event is not going favorably you may suddenly hear over the telephone, “…and now for THE LAST QUESTION”. Even if the event is going smoothly there will generally not be more than 4 to 8 individuals who get a chance to ask a question. There will also be a statement in the legislators closing that if you did not get a chance to ask a question or have a concern please contact the local office by e mail or telephone with your question or concern. 

Before you plan on attending any Town Hall meeting you should try to get to know the staff at the local Congressional or Senate Office that is located in or near your chapter. You want to establish a rapore with the local staff. They maintain a contact list for the US Representative or Senator’s newsletter, for events and meetings and dates, times and locations of Town Hall meetings or Telephone Town Halls. Also, you may be notified that the Senator or Representative is in town for a specific event that is not a Town Hall but a building dedication the legislator help fund, or a major construction events, or safety of oil trains passing through your town. 
Every Senator and US Representative has a website and within that site there are information items, events and political positions on general and specific legislation. Additionally each US Representative has one or more offices within their district and the US Senators have multiple offices in their state. They also will ask if you want to be on their e mail list, newsletter, and event calendar.   

As a representative of NARFE it is important to let your Representative or Senator know that you represent a significant number of individuals. Remember when you are providing a count remember that NARFE employees and retirees have spouse, children and grandchildren. Also that NARFE is associated with other senior organizations [AARP, Alliance of Retired Americans, etc] and work in conjunction with federal labor unions and federal management associations. So when quoting numbers be sure to remember that fact that you and your chapter members are not alone. 

Find members in your chapter who are involved with other organizations like county political groups since almost every county has a Democrat and Republican organization. They may also belong to conservation groups, local groups for or against local, county or state issues [oil port, coal and oil train transportation, the I-5 bridge, etc]. There are activist in your chapter that belong to these organizations and issues that are outside of the federal government. So remember numbers are important and never forget that senior issues are also NARFE issues. By uniting you will find that it provides an opportunity to meet with other coalitions and advocacy groups and you want those friends to understand and help support our NARFE issues.  

If you want to talk on NARFE issues you should bring notes of what you want to say and rehearse what you want to say so you feel comfortable in your discussion.  Remember that you will have only about 2 minutes to discuss what you want to say before you may be interrupted by the legislator so have your speech ready.
Besides notes of what you want to say also create a written statement with your name and address so even if you don’t have the opportunity to speak you can leave your letter with a staffer and be sure to request in your letter for a written response to your issue(s).

Meet and greet with the local staff before the event begins. You and/or your chapter should try to visit the local office 3 to 4 times a year. Have your chapter do a group letter and drop that off. Use the PAH talking points and provide that data and those issues to the office.  

Drop off your chapter newsletter or the National NARFE magazine.

If you are planning to go to a town hall invite other member of your chapter to attend with you.

If you are advised of a town hall or telephone town hall let your president and other E Board members know in addition to your other chapter friends. Sometime the notice is to a very select group, or was just a small note in the local newspaper or it was set up at the last minute so many individuals including our members in the community are unaware of the event. 
I have received a phone inviting me to participate at a telephone town hall that is being conducted and as I joined the Telephone Town Hall discovered that it had been going on for 10 to 15 minutes. Remember the robo call contacts hundreds of potential callers.  

At your next chapter meeting ask those attending if they would like to be notified about town halls or telephone town halls. Also put an article in your news letter asking for members to contact the chapter to let them know when there is a town hall event. 
DO’S FOR A TOWN HALL
BE PREPARED

If you want to speak on an issue have a clear short statement of the issue, why you support or oppose the issue and the facts that support your position. You want to be persuasive. Speak in a clear, concise, polite and professional manner. Be sure to express appreciation for the opportunity to speak, identify who you are, what agency you work [ed] for and that your represent NARFE.  

Write out notes of what you want to say and have a written document you can leave with them identifying the issue, making your point and requesting a response to your request. That way even if you don’t get to talk you can leave your statement with the Congressional member or their staff. Be sure to include in your letter that you want a response to your request or issue!! 
If you are provided the opportunity to speak

Stand and give your name, our organization and USE OUR FULL NAME 

National Active & Retired Federal Employees not NARFE 

HAVE A PERSONAL STORY FOR THE ISSUE

I worked for the VA the budget cuts will significantly impact the VA workforce and affect and reduce the essential services that we provide for the thousands of our veterans who need medical and mental health services in OUR COMMUNITY.  Make it a local issue!!
I worked for Social Security. Don’t cut Social Security or Medicare since we provide monthly benefits to 1.2 million beneficiaries in Washington and 900,000 seniors in Washington depend on Medicare.

I worked for the BPA, Forest Service, whatever Agency you worked for. Make the issue not only personal but that you have insight in what the agency does and more important the essential service it provides the American public and how it affect the local community.  

USE NUMBERS IF YOU HAVE THEM

Data helps to drive a point home, but be sure to have data that is published and documented or can be verifiable. If you have Agency specific data or NARFE talking points provide them and be sure to point out that you are using that data to reinforce and document what you are saying.  
BE RESPECTFUL BUT MAKE YOUR POINT

GO IN AS A GROUP

Numbers help if you go as members of your chapter, or with another political or social group who are friendly to your cause. That way everyone can sign up to speak and if you are called you can defer to someone in the group as the NARFE spokesperson.   
TALK TO THE STAFF

By visiting the local office you get to know the staff and they get to know you. If you are one of their friends or if the know you or recognize you from other events you have a greater chance to speaking, or at least they know that you are knowledgeable about federal issues. When you go to an event save your seat and then briefly go up and chat with the staff member so they are aware you are there and let them know that you would like to discuss an issue. That way they can be looking for you. 
ATTEND AS MANY EVENTS AS POSSIBLE

Don’t just try once and give up. If you continue to show your perseverance the legislator or staff will have to deal with you and discuss your issue. 

HAVE YOUR CHAPTER VISIT WITH THE LOCAL OFFICE 

Try to visit the local office as often as possible, even if to just drop off National NARFE Legislative information. Invite the legislator or staff to attend one of your meetings or your picnic. 

SIGN UP FOR THE LEGISLATORS NEWSLETTERS, PRESS RELEASES, E-MAIL ALERTS AND OTHER NOTICES.

By being on their lists you get notified about events especially Town Hall events. 

GO TO COMMUNITY EVENTS 

4th of July, Veterans Day parades, community events are always attended by the legislator or members of their staff. It provides another opportunity to visit, discuss our issues and be recognized as a member of NARFE. 

FOLLOW UP 

If you attend an event in person and leave a request for the legislator if you don’t receive a response contact the local office and advise them that what you provided to them and that you have not received a response to your request. So keep a copy of your initial letter or request!
Success is achieved by doing something. Town Hall meetings offer a great opportunity to deliver your message.

DON'TS FOR A TOWN HALL

If you have an opportunity to speak 

Never grab the microphone. The staffer is there to control your discussion to insure that you don’t take the phone and then talk for the next 30 minutes on an issue that has nothing to do with the town hall.

Try not to appear like you a reading a letter, which is why notes and rehearsing what you want to say is important. You may get only one opportunity and you want to make the best of it for you and NARFE.
Try not to interrupt the legislator when they are responding to your question.  But when they conclude their part if they are wrong or misrepresenting the issue or fact you need to jump back in  even if you don’t have the microphone, just state in a loud voice that they are in error and you have the correct and accurate information in your letter. 
There are problem other Don’t but many of them are the opposite of the Do’s list.
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