A short introduction to the 

Washington State Legislative Process.

First, a few Basics

At every level of government – local, state, or federal - the legislative process is set up to answer 3 questions about every bill that is proposed:  

· Is it a good idea? (that is answered in a relevant policy committee)

· Is it a good use for the taxpayers' money? (that is answered in a relevant fiscal committee)

· Can a majority of the citizens support it? (that is answered on the floor of the House & Senate at the state or federal levels;  with all the members present, it is a time when all of us are represented; or, at the local level, it occurs in the full City or County Council).

Whether in the U.S. Congress or any state legislature there is the same basic calculation known as "Capitol Math" - a.k.a. what it takes to win.  Here's how it works:

in the U.S. Congress



in Washington State.

 218   (51% of the 435 House members)
   50  (51% of the 98 House members)

+ 51   (51% of the 100 Senate members)
+ 25  (51% of the 49 Senate members)

+   1   (the President - who can sign/veto)
+   1   (the Governor - who can sign/veto)

+   1   (you & me - because we can influence all of the above)

That, plus the following story, are why every voice and every vote counts.

UNDERSTANDING BUTTER

Here’s a classic political story.  

Once upon a time, there was a fellow who was newly elected to the United State Senate.  He was so pleased with himself after his election that the first time someone invited him to a fancy banquet... he showed up early.

In fact, he was so early he was practically the only one in the big hotel banquet hall.  The only other person was the waitress, and she was doing her job:  she was putting out the butter.

Nothing else was going on so he watched her, and she went methodically about her work.  Every time she saw a plate, she put a pat of butter.  Around the room she went:  one plate, one pat of butter...  one plate, one pat of butter...  one plate, one pat of butter.    

Finally she got to him.  Giving her his best, most winning smile he said,  “I really like butter.  Think I could have another pat of butter?”  

“Sorry sir,” she said.  “I treat everyone the same:  one plate gets one pat of butter.”

She went on about her work.

He was not pleased.  He sat there for a minute, thinking about this, but when he looked around the room there was still hardly anyone in the place.  So he got up and he followed her – she was working on another table by now.

“Hhummph,” he said, clearing his throat and looking straight at her, “maybe you don’t know who I am -- I’m a United States Senator!”   

“Maybe you don’t know who I am,” she replied.  “I’m the one who gives out the butter.”

The moral of this story is that Votes are like Butter – and we are the ones who give out the Butter!   As citizens, we have something every candidate and every elected official wants, from school board to President:  they want our butter.  They want a cholesterol hit!

Every time we shake an elected official’s hand and say where we live (“Hi, I’m Nancy A. and I live in your District”) they hear a little voice saying:  “butter.”  If we mention belonging to a group with a few dozen people in the District, that little voice says:  “butter butter.”   And if we can identify with a coalition of organizations representing hundreds (or thousands!) of voters, that little voice turns into a veritable roar!

Ask any elected official which is more important to them -- money?  or votes?   The answer is always the same:  votes.   The reason is also the same:  they can always go outside of the District  (where their voters live) for money, but they can never go outside of their District for votes.  To get and stay in office, they have to win over 51% of the people with the butter:  you and me.  Which is why each of us can be so powerful.

Once you've reminded yourself of the power you (and everyone you know) can wield, you're going to want to use that power effectively, with some knowledge of the process and how it works.  And these days much of the basic information about the process is pretty accessible.   Some of it is just the grown-up version of what you learned in 7th Grade Social Studies or Saturday morning cartoons.  

Timing

Anyone can participate in the process, but to participate effectively, it is essential to understand the "Session Calendar."  TIMING is critical.  Effective advocacy includes year-round activity, but groups with very limited resources and time may find themselves just focusing on the Legislative Session itself.  Either way, it helps to check the legislature's website (www.leg.wa.gov) to get the Session Calendar, learn about your legislators, or get information about specific bills.  

Here in Washington state, odd-numbered years fall right after elections and thus are used for "long" 15-week Sessions when the Legislature writes the budget for the next two years.  (Short Sessions only last 9 weeks, and deal only with "supplemental" budget matters.)   The 2009 Legislative Session in Olympia will run for 105 days, from January 12 – April 27.  Every day – including Saturdays and Sundays – are counted in setting the Session Calendar.  The legislature remains in Session on all holidays (Martin Luther King, Jr. Day, and Presidents’ Day), and may also be in session on weekends near the end when time is running out and key issues remain unresolved.

Likely Key “cut off” dates for the 2009 Session:

· 1/12 – Session always begins on the 2nd Monday.

· 3/04 – last day for bills to be considered in the House Policy Committees,        

· 3/05 -  last day for bills to be considered in Senate Policy Committees
· 3/09– last day for bills to be considered in one of the Fiscal Committees of the House/Senate, whichever body the bill originated in (aka “house of origin”)

· 3/18 – last day for bills to be considered on the floor in their “house of origin”

· 4/03 – last day for bills to be considered in the Policy Committee of the opposite house

· 4/06 – last day for bills to be considered in the Fiscal Committee of the opposite house

· 4/17 – last day for bills to be considered on the House/Senate floor of the opposite house 

· 4/27 – 2009 Session adjourns for the year.

Just in case it isn't obvious from looking at this list of dates, this "calendar" offers vital clues for how to be effective.  For example, there are only about 7 weeks from the beginning of the Session till the end of action in the Policy Committees where bills are first considered, and just 5 days more (often including a weekend) before decisions about funding are settled.  Bills that fail to win a 51% vote in the relevant Policy and Fiscal Committees by mid-way through the Session -- one-half to two-thirds of the bills in most years -- are likely dead for the year.  Bills that make it that far then must win 51% of the votes cast by the Full House (or Full Senate).  

Next, bills that make it through the body where they originate must go through the same process in the "opposite" house. Only this time everything goes much faster -- because there are fewer bills (so many bills have "died"), and because legislators have likely heard about them.  Roughly 3 months after the Session begins, action on bills is pretty much finished.  Two tasks remain for the last week or so:  tidying up any differences between the House and Senate versions of a bill, and, finishing work on the Budget.

In short:  it helps to be ready BEFORE the Session starts, and to be prepared to RESPOND QUICKLY whenever a bill you care about gets attention.  Once a cut-off date passes, it may too late.

In Olympia – At the START OF THE SESSION

THE SCENE

If you have never been to the state Capitol, here is some of what you would find.   Dominating everything is the Legislative building - the massive Capitol topped by a shiny dome.  That's where the House and Senate floors are located, along with offices for the House and Senate Leadership.  The Capitol building also holds offices for many of the state-wide elected officials:  the Governor, Lieutenant Governor, Secretary of State.  On the lower level are some very useful spaces, like “ulcer gulch” – where the lobbyists hang out, and the Legislative Information Service – which offers user-friend information and the answers to questions about practically everything related to the legislature.  Stretching out from the building on two sides are sweeping lawns, which spill over a small garden and end at 11th Street to the North, and Capitol Way to the East.

To the South of the Capitol, just across a paved parking area, are four buildings where much of the action occurs.  Starting from West to East are:  the John L. O’Brien building – that houses about three-fourths of the 98 Representatives, followed by the John A. Cherberg and Irv Newhouse Buildings – with offices for most of the Senators. Slightly behind them is the old State Library building, which houses a host of practical functions – including a large the cafeteria and a small outpost of the Legislative Information Service.   It’s common for people to arrange to meet in the cafeteria before heading out to Hearings or lobbying visits.

Since the part of the Capitol Campus where most of the action occurs is pretty small, it isn’t hard to get your bearings.  Think of something about the size of a small college, or a company employing about 700 people.  One first-time visitor found it very different than he was expecting.  Instead of vast, intimidating spaces and long, confusing corridors, he found   “…basically just a couple hundred people moving around in 3 or 4 buildings.”

Getting into the swing of things is also easy.  Another visitor had never before been to Olympia, never talked to an elected official, wasn’t even sure what “lobbying” means.  (For the record, “lobbying” refers to communication with elected officials or their staff,  that urges a position,  on a pending piece of legislation.  Just talking to a legislator about an issue or providing information isn’t lobbying… unless you try to influence their vote on a related bill by stating a position and urging them to accept it.)  

By day’s end she had spoken to three Senators, left messages at her Representatives' offices (one legislator’s aide raced through the halls to give her the answer to her question), attended a Public Hearing, and joined a strategy session hosted by children’s advocates.  She came away excited, enthusiastic, impressed by how friendly and helpful everyone had been, and – best of all – eager to recommend the experience to others.  

It helps to remember that ours is a part-time, citizen legislature full of people with other lives and other jobs.  Most of the year our legislators are small business-owners, retired farmers, insurance sales-people, teachers, orchardists, and firefighters. In 2009 many of the 98-member House of Representatives and the 49-member Senate will be brand new, having just been elected on November 4, 2008.

This year, whether they’re brand new or old hands, we are asking them to settle the budget for the next two years (with a $5-6 billion deficit in a $29.9 billion state general fund) with results that will affect the lives of every one of our 6,300,000 residents.  Given the deficit, and the overall state of the economy, every activity of government is at risk of cuts.   It is a daunting task and they need us to help them carry it out.  

So the 2009 Session will begin with questions about the budgets looming over everything.  Competition to protect funding will be fierce, legislators will immediately get to work. 

The Legislators

Democrats have retained a majority of the seats in both the House of Representatives and the Senate.  But many members vote the way they feel their constituents would like them to vote, not the way their party hopes they will. On most issues – but particularly on issues involving cuts/money - nothing will happen without the support of both Democrats and Republicans.  

Former Governor Booth Gardener sometimes refers to the three numbers every knowledgeable citizen needs to keep in mind as CAPITOL MATH:  50 + 25 + 1 + 1.  

Those are the majorities need to pass any bill:  51% of the 98-member House = 50 votes; 51% of the 49-member Senate = 25; and the Governor = 1.  (She who has the power to sign or veto any bill can sometimes be a majority of one.)  Then add one more “1” for all of us voters:  we represent a critical "one" -- because we can influence all the rest.

Partisan considerations are generally not as evident in the first days and weeks of the Session.  Instead, Committees devote some of their time to “work sessions” (like seminars, or extended briefings, where Committee members get to study broad topics in some depth), and Committee meetings focused on just one or two issues.  For example, one year the Senate Committee on Children & Family Services & Corrections spent an hour hearing about the connections between foster families and birth parents and about “kinship care” (when relatives care for children), while the House Committee on Juvenile Justice and Family Law examined the “age of consent” for youth needing mental health treatment.  Later they took up legislation related to these topics.  Some Work Sessions will focus on specifics related to the Budget (like why health care costs are rising so fast) while others will look at broader societal questions and trends.  

These Work Sessions are an opportunity for new members to learn the subject matter of the Committees they are assigned to.  You can hear legislators begin a question with, “I’m a freshman here… so much of this is new to me.…”  They also learn the style of new Committee Chairs.  Between the election of new members and the usual retirements, a lot of Committees have a new composition.

A friendly reminder. It helps to approach the Session with three things in mind.   

   First, there is a vast array of topics considered by the legislature (many more than just those highlighted here).  We ask a lot of the men and women we elect to serve.  We don’t have to like everything they do, but they deserve our respect.  

   Second, every activity, every program, every issue threatened by a budget cut has its champions; legislators are pressured from all sides on every item in the state budget.     

   Third, as citizens, it is our privilege to help our citizen-legislators as they sort among competing needs and make the difficult choices.  If they are to represent us, they need to know how we wish to be represented.

In a representative democracy, speaking up offers no guarantee of success; but there is an absolute guarantee that if you don’t speak up... you/your issue/the people you care about ... don’t stand a chance.  

The BUDGET.

The Governor is required to send the legislature a budget that does not contain any new revenues (known as “Book One”).  That happens in early December.  The Governor also has the option of sending the legislature a second budget (known as “Book Two”); that version can ask for new revenues to help pay for items involving new spending.

In mid-March there will be new Revenue Forecasts, and soon after that the House Appropriations Committee will reveal its approach to resolving the problem of the budget deficit.  They are free to include revenues as well as cuts in dealing with the deficit.  By late March, with the appearance of a Senate Ways & Means Committee version, three budgets will be on the table:  the Governor’s, the House version, and the Senate version. By late April, the Legislature must agree on one budget that deals with the deficit and represents a consensus on all the items in a $29+ billion general fund budget.

Writing this biennial budget for the years 2009-2011 is the chief task of the Session; the budget deficit will dominate everything.   It helps to keep in mind that the Executive – in this case the Governor -  proposes, but the Legislature disposes. And both try to gauge the wishes of the voters.

Citizens who wish to influence the budget need to contact their legislators early in the process.  By the time a House or Senate budget appears, many members will have decided which budget items they intend to fight for, and which are less important to them – based on what they are hearing from their constituents.  Once the alternative budgets appear in print it is still possible to influence them, but the task is a whole lot harder.

Since the General Fund Budget is over $29 billion and the state has some under-funded commitments (e.g., to the state’s pension fund, health care, or homeland security), some assume the Governor and Legislature could just trim a percent or two from every other element of state spending still balance the budget.  But they would be wrong.

The legislature is not allowed to cut most of current spending on K-12 education - so deduct about $12 billion from the total.  Plus, the state’s college presidents (plus some of the major media) hope to make a powerful case that higher education should not be cut.  If that holds -- take another $3+ billion off the table.  In addition, there are certain inescapable costs – like the interest due on long-term bonds, or operating state prisons.  

That is why there is really only about $10-12 billion of state-funded activities from which to take any cuts.  And the lion’s share of that $10-12 billion pays for health and human services – primarily for people with severe physical or mental illness, for child victims of abuse and neglect, for senior citizens suffering from dementia, or people with disabilities so severe they cannot possibly support themselves.

Our state requires that the budget be balanced.  To accomplish that, our Governor, state Legislators, and we have three choices.  We can meet all our obligations, wishes, and needs:   (1)  through cuts-plus-funding-shifts in current spending,     (2)   raise additional revenues - taxes, or   (3)  agree on some combination of the two.   With our help, the Legislature must decide which elements of the Governor’s plan it wishes to accept, which to reject, or whether to start over from scratch.   Those decisions will dominate the 2009 Session.

(NOTE:  The Governor’s approach to solving the budget crisis will be posted on the Office of Financial Management website:  www.ofm.wa.gov/. 

          For details of the budget proposals for issues you care about, contact a relevant advocacy group.  A list of groups is found at the POLICY WATCH website under "Useful Information."  (http://depts.washington.edu/sswweb/policyw/useful_info.html)
Still Early in the Legislative Session

Understanding “Lobbying”

Early in the year the Capitol Campus is not very crowded, and the mood is still pretty relaxed.  Citizens dropping in for the first time will find that the corridors are not packed, there are empty seats in the Committee Hearing Rooms, and it is still relatively easy to just pop in and meet with legislators, or talk with staff people.

That will change as the Session moves toward a cut-off date (when action on bills comes to a critical point), or mid-March (when additional versions of the budget start to appear).  But people who’ve come to Olympia in the past know that these early weeks in the Session are an especially good time for citizens to visit.  

It may seem like plain old common sense, but much of what we know as “lobbying” is just human relations.  People – including elected officials -- are easier to talk to when they aren’t under too much stress.  When the Session is young, legislators have a little more time to listen; positions have not yet hardened; final decisions are still a few weeks away; and the flood of calls/emails/visits/letters has just begun.

Put another way, “lobbying” is all about relationships.   In our system, everyone who votes wields power.  But you can become more powerful if your legislators know you, have learned that they can trust what you tell them, and if they know you speak for more than just yourself.  Ask yourself how you would feel if you were asked to make critical decisions affecting the lives of everyone in the state…, by people you’d only just met…,  whose information was entirely new to you… and who were asking for something tailored only to their individual circumstances.   

By contrast, it is much easier for legislators to weigh our requests when they:   know us, know the organizations we are associated with, and know that our information is credible.    

Those who do take the trouble to come to Olympia and get to know their legislators, quickly learn that the constituent – the voter from a legislator’s district - is king.  One group of people new to the Capitol learned that first hand.  During a meeting with their Representative, he got a call from someone who works for the Speaker of the House of Representatives – a powerful member of the Leadership.  Ask her to hold, he told his aide, “…explain that I’m with constituents… she’ll understand they come first.”

WHAT HAPPENS IN COMMITTEES

Even by Week Two it will be clear that the process is shifting into a different gear.  The number of Committees devoting their time to “Work Sessions” soon gives way to schedules that are devoted increasingly to “Public Hearings.”  Public Hearings are an important part of the process.

Any group of 98 people (the House of Representatives) or even 49 (the Senate), is too big for detail work.  That’s why every legislative body quickly divides itself into Committees – which is where most of the work of policy-making goes on.

The House of Representatives spreads out the work among 20 Committees, the Senate among 17, and each Legislator is assigned to serve on about 3 committees.  House Committees may have just 9 or 11 members; many Senate Committees are as small as 5 or 7.  And it only takes a vote of 51% of a Committee’s members to start – or stop – action on a bill.

Most Committees are known as POLICY COMMITTEES, with responsibility for a specific kind of policy.  There are Committees that focus on specific issues, e.g., on Health, or Education, or Agriculture, or Commerce, or Transportation policy.  It is their job to decide whether a bill is a good idea from a policy standpoint – and if so, how the policy should be drawn.  

A few Committees are known as FISCAL COMMITTEES because they deal with fiscal decisions about how to raise and allocate revenues to support state activities.   In the House these responsibilities fall to a Finance Committee and an Appropriations Committee, and in the Senate both responsibilities are combined under a single Ways & Means Committee.  It is their job to decide whether - and to what degree - we can afford the many good ideas that get discussed in the Policy Committees.  They are sometimes known as the “check writing” committees, and they also design a budget for the members of their chamber.

Bills that win a 51% (or more) vote from a Policy Committee and also from a Fiscal Committee, must pass through one more Committee:  the Rules Committee.  The House and the Senate each have one of these “gatekeeper” committees, with the power to decide which bills will go out to the Floor of the Full House, and which bills will go out to the Floor of the Full Senate … and when.

COMMITTEE HEARINGS

Before deciding how a policy should be set, the various Policy Committees want to hear the advice of others.  So they devote much of every day to Public Hearings on the bills referred to them.  Most days there are four blocks of time set aside for hearings:   8:00 – 10:00,   10:00 – Noon,     1:30 – 3:30,     and  3:30 – 5:30.  Mondays and Fridays are a bit lighter – to accommodate the members traveling to or from their homes, but on Wednesdays the last hearing starts at 6:00 pm.   Since most Committees meet three times every week, legislators devote long hours just to listening.

These Public Hearings are just what the name implies:  times for legislators to hear from a wide range of people.  Often the witnesses include people from the state agency most likely to be given responsibility for implementing any policy, and occasionally they will invite an expert witness to testify.  But anyone can attend and have an opportunity to speak.  

On a table near the entrance to the Hearing Room, there is always a table with copies of everything to be considered at that hearing – bills, fact sheets, sometimes reports or Executive Summaries – alongside SIGN-IN Sheets.  Anyone can fill in their name, organization (if they have one), address and phone contact (if they wish to leave it), and a check mark to indicate a desire to testify.  That sheet is handed to the Committee Chair, who then reads off - in order - the names of the people who checked the column headed “Wish to Testify.”  If there are a lot of potential witnesses, the Chair will set a time limit of 3 or 4 minutes per person; when only a few people have signed up, each witness may get 5 or 10 minutes.

Witnesses simply stand up when their name is called, and come to the front to sit at a table facing the Committee members.  Sometimes they step forward with 3 or 4 others to provide a panel to discuss several aspects of the same bill.  And it helps if they are able to mention things that relate to the Legislative Districts of the legislators on the Committee (legislators tend to be most interested in the way a bill affects THEIR district and THEIR voters). Some witnesses are polished and experienced, but many are not; some find the experience of relating personal experience so stressful they just start to cry. 

At one Public Hearing on a bill concerning when clergy must report instances of child abuse or neglect, people walked up from the audience to tell their own experiences – some as victims of clergy abuse, others as members of religious organizations.  Another Public Hearing - on educational stability for children in foster care - heard from educators and child welfare professionals, and also from a young woman who had been in 15 different schools during her years in foster care.  She is what that bill is all about. 

PREPARING HANDOUTS

People who testify often bring a Fact Sheet or Handout to be distributed to the Committee Members.  Asked what a “handout” to the Committee should look like, here’s what one Olympia staffer recommended.

· Keep it short – no more than one page.

· Name the Bill Number or issue right at the top.

· Briefly set out your main points in “bullets.”

· Summarize your presentation – the reasoning behind your position.

· Put it on colored paper – so it will stand out.

· Check with the Committee staff to learn how many copies they want (some ask for as many as 50 – 100 copies: enough for each Committee member, each of their staff, and the staff of the Committee itself).

· Be sure to include your name, address, and contact information; include the name of your group or organization if you have one.

· Send courtesy copies to your own Senator and two Representatives – even if they are not on the Committee.

(NOTE:  All of the Public Hearings are listed on the Legislature’s website, via a weekly Meeting Schedule; anyone can ask to get on their email distribution list.  Plus,  many advocacy groups also list the upcoming Hearings on bills they care most about.  Since all are open to the public, if you spot one that interests you, on a bill that might affect you or someone you care about, become part of the process.  Attend the Hearing; testify if you feel able to.  If you cannot attend, send a written statement to the Committee Chair.)
THE BILLS

In a typical year, about 2500 bills are introduced.  By the end of Week Three, roughly 600 bills will have been introduced in the House and 600 bills introduced in the Senate.  That doesn’t mean there are 1200 separate bills, because some of those are the same in both bodies – what the process calls “companion bills” – and some are bills on the same topic but with minor variations.  But that’s still a lot of bills for legislators to cover.

Sometimes there are many bills on the same topic – e.g., to provide property tax relief for senior citizens who have to retire due to disability.  As might be imagined, that is a pretty easy issue for a legislator to be “for,” because senior citizens vote in greater numbers than other age groups, and because the people affected are a pretty sympathetic group.  So lots of legislators want to be able to say they are trying to do something to help this group.  By contrast, nobody introduces bills to give tax relief to serial killers or loud neighbors.

But it is still pretty remarkable to consider just how much we ask of our part-time legislators.  They come to service in the legislature with backgrounds as realtors and retired farmers, as school board members and small business owners, and we ask them to deal with an amazing array of topics.   In the space of a year you might see bills on such topics as:  low-emission vehicles, clean and sober housing, pilot and aircraft fees, hydrology, dependency hearings, tipped employees, marketing assistance, deferred prosecutions, citizen initiatives, geoducks, identity theft, and newborn hearing screening.  

That’s why the Public Hearings and other meetings with constituents are so important:  they offer a way for legislators to hear from people who have experience and knowledge on each of these topics.  And while people who speak as experts have important contributions to make, often the personal touch is what captures the attention of the legislators.  That happened at a Public Hearing on Kinship Care (relatives who take in children who would otherwise go to foster homes).  One legislator said he was so moved by a Christmas party full of grandparents who are raising their grandchildren, that by the end of the party he had promised to help collect presents for next year’s party… AND he had offered to play Santa Claus!  Two other legislators quickly joined in, offering to play the elves. (And they did – though one refused to wear the pointy-toed shoes with little bells on the end.)

LEGISLATIVE LEADERSHIP and COMMITTEE ASSIGNMENTS

The party with a numerical majority controls all the Committee Chairmanships.  Assignments to the various Committees, including who gets to be Chair, are made by the party Leaders in each body.  They use slightly different titles, but have the same roles.  

In the House of Representatives, both Democrats and Republicans have 11 people in their leadership ranks. At the top for the Democrats is the Speaker of the House; at the top for the Republicans is the Minority Leader.  Other Leadership roles involve setting legislative priorities, maintaining party discipline/lining up votes, or making sure that everyone is kept informed.

The Senate has a similar makeup.  One big difference is that the President of the Senate is actually the Lieutenant Governor, and not one of the Senators; by tradition he carries out his role in a mostly non-partisan way.  Because he is not a Senator, there are times when he cannot vote – e.g., when there is a tie vote for final passage of a bill.  In the Senate, which is smaller than the House, there are 8 individuals each in Republican and Democratic Senate Leadership roles – starting with the Majority Leader at the top for Democrats, and the Republican Leader at the top for Republicans.

Naturally, legislators want to get assigned to the Committees that will best serve their Legislative Districts, and best reflect their own knowledge and interests.  So – people from rural areas want to be on the Agriculture Committee while people from urban areas may want to be on the Transportation Committee; lawyers want to be on the Judiciary Committee, bankers want to be on the Financial Institutions Committee, business people want to be on the Commerce Committee… and everybody wants to be on one of the fiscal committees where key budget and funding decisions are made.  Because there are fewer legislators with social service backgrounds (it is hard for them to leave their jobs for 9 weeks one year, 15 weeks the next), the Committees dealing with social services often include some people who don’t want to be there and are just biding time until a more acceptable assignment opens up. 

 Those in Leadership roles try to accommodate their members’ interests, but that is not always possible.  There are only so many seats on the budget-writing Committees, and only so many seats on other popular committees like Education or Transportation – hot button issues in every Legislative District.  Ultimately, some members get their “first choice” Committees and others do not.  That’s why it’s possible to hear Committee members preface questions with everything from, “I’ve been in this field for thirty years…”  to:  “I’m new to this issue, so please be patient if I sound naïve….”

COMMITTEE EXECUTIVE SESSIONS

After the Public Hearings on a bill have been completed, the next step for any bill is an Executive Session.  Any bill that has had a Public Hearing is eligible to be “exec’d.”   Like Public Hearings, these sessions are open to the public – with one important difference.  During a Hearing, members of the public get to speak – public testimony is the whole idea.  An Executive Session has a different purpose:  it is a time for legislators to discuss, amend, and vote on a bill.  And that requires that only the members of the Committee speak up.

A good illustration of these Executive Sessions occurred one year when the House Health Care Committee met in Executive Session to consider (House Bill) HB 1214 - a bill "to create a Prescription Drug education and utilization program.”  The Committee had 13 members, and about two-thirds had backgrounds or training in health - including three nurses, one physician, one chiropractor, a health administrator, and the head of an HIV/AIDS organization.  Many of the members had been on the Committee for several years.  This bill and its issues were familiar to them and to the Committee Staff Director; he smoothly led them through the 13-page bill, plus15 amendments being proposed to change the bill. 

A typical size group (about 30 people) in the public seats heard legislators make their way through the specific sections of the bill (“…please turn to page 6, line 32”), and the details of the amendments being offered.  Often the legislators began their questions with phrases like, “…let me get this straight,”  or, “…much of this is new to me, so I’ll need a bit more background,”  or, “…how will we track this?” 
Committee members frequently referred directly to the comments they’d been hearing from constituents, or testimony at the Public Hearings.  “How many hearings have we had,” asked one Representative, “packed with constituents affected by the lack of access to effective drugs?  … It’s not a good bill if the result doesn’t work for them.”  Another began the explanation for her vote by saying, “…as an advocate for people with AIDS…”   When it was noted that another amendment involved a change requested by a group of Veterans, one Committee member quickly said:  “If this is what the Veterans want, then this is what we’ll do.”

But even a casual observer would be struck by the fact that although strong views were expressed, it was done in a respectful, civil way.  “It is with pleasure that I join the good lady on the other side…,”  “Thank you Madam Chair….”  “I want to thank the Chair for her Leadership.”  “Although we disagree, I know this is a matter of some importance to my colleague and I’d like to find a compromise.…”

Ultimately, Executive Sessions have to fit within the tight Committee schedule, so the march through votes on all of the amendments was brisk. “I move Amendment # 6,” would come from one of the members, followed immediately by the Chair with the phrase, “Amendment # 6 has been moved and seconded.  It is time to call the vote.”   (The Chair automatically seconds all the amendments – a real time-saver.)  Some amendments are accepted, others rejected, and the staff keep careful note each time.  Then, after allowing Committee members to express their views on what they’d done -- finally, the Chair calls for a vote on the bill as amended.  In this case, two-thirds said “Aye,” and the bill passed out of Committee.

FISCAL COMMITTEE ACTION
At the next stage bills like this face another big hurdle, a fiscal committee – in this case, the Appropriations Committee.  That is where the bill’s cost will be considered, and cost is often a deal-breaker.  The basic process in the Fiscal Committee Hearings and Executive Sessions is the same.  The biggest difference is that the Fiscal Committee members have no patience for personal stories or emotional appeals.  They focus on the “bottom line:”  what the bill would cost, how it would be paid for, whether it saves money or generates any revenues.  Fiscal Committee members sometimes ask witnesses who come seeking money, what they would be willing to cut in order to fund their current request. 

Next Step In The Process - FLOOR ACTION
Way back in middle school you probably learned that the point in the process when a bill is first introduced is called the First Reading. That’s pretty routine – the bill's title is read and a bill number is assigned. Then the bill gets referred to a policy committee responsible for the topic covered in the bill.

The first weeks of any legislative session focus on the work done in Committees:  the Public Hearings and Executive Sessions, the discussions, amendments, and votes.  But soon the process moves to a critical point -- the period after a bill has been voted favorably out of a Policy Committee and a Fiscal Committee, and gotten scheduled by the Rules Committee.  At that point the time has come for Floor Action.  

Unlike Committee action, involving a small number of legislators, when a bill moves onto the House or Senate Floor, every resident of the state is represented.   This is the point in the process where we learn, via our elected representatives, whether a majority of the citizens can support the bill.  At this point there is a “Second Reading” of the bill, a final opportunity to discuss - and change, or AMEND - a bill.  Here’s what happens. 

First the presiding officer calls up the bill by name and number.  (The presiding officer may be the Speaker of the House, the Lieutenant Governor over in the Senate, or someone temporarily wielding the gavel in either body.)  Floor Action often lasts for two-three hours at a stretch, as legislators try to deal with as many bills of the 50 or 60 bills listed on the Calendar each day.  Legislators know that for every bill they vote on, more are waiting to be scheduled for consideration on the Floor.

The Representative or Senator “managing “ the bill is usually the Chair of the policy committee where the bill was first referred, and s/he stands to be recognized.  A routine bit of business usually gets taken care of quickly:  the body is asked to accept any amendments that were adopted in the Committee -- or, if there were a lot of amendments, they are asked to accept the “Substitute bill.”  (Bills are often listed in the Bill Status Report with an S in front of them -- which means it is a much-amended, substitute bill.)  

Floor Amendments

Once the amendments that were adopted in Committee are accepted or rejected, any legislator can offer other amendments to the bill.  These are called Floor amendments, and they provide an opportunity for members who did not sit on a relevant Committee to suggest changes desired by their constituents.  

Each amendment is separately discussed, debated, and voted on; some get 51% of the votes and pass, while others are rejected.  (Advocacy groups and lobbyists try to alert people about likely floor amendments, so even during this stage in the process we can have a voice.)  After every legislator has had a chance to offer - and vote on - amendments, another bit of routine business occurs:  members vote to “bump” a bill straight to the Third Reading without going back to the Rules Committee.  

The Third Reading is the time for the final vote.  At this point a bill can be accepted or rejected, or it can be sent back to a Committee -- but it cannot be amended any more.  

Last, the vote for final passage is called.  If the bill-as-amended wins a 51% vote majority – 25 votes in the Senate, 50 votes in the House – it passes out of that body and on to the next step.

What happens next?

Every bill passed by one house, must go through the same process in the opposite house (i.e., House-passed bills go to the Senate; Senate-passed bills go to the House):  Policy Committee hearings, Executive Session, Fiscal Committee if there is a cost,  Rules Committee, Floor Action.

That is because bills are often changed during the process, so even if the Committee has dealt with an identical (“companion”) bill, it must review any changes made by the opposite house.  (If anything controversial has been added, you’ll hear the bill’s supporters begging one house to please just accept the bill as passed by the other...  “NO CHANGES ...  please” is a common request.)

This second time around tends to go MUCH faster – because the Committee chairs and members have either already dealt with a similar bill, or they have heard and talked about it. Plus, so many bills will have died that there are far fewer bills to deal with.

By March 15 when the time for discussing bills on the floor in their first house ends, many, many bills will already be dead.  Then, all the House Committees take up the Senate-passed bills, and all the Senate Committees take up the House-passed bills.  

If one house accepts a bill as passed by the other house, everything goes smoothly.  But if a bill passes one house in a different form than in the other house, each body appoints members to a Conference Committee to work things out.  If the conferees cannot reach agreement on a single, mutually acceptable, compromise version -- the bill likely dies.  If they can reach consensus, the results go back to the House and to the Senate to be passed in identical form, by majority vote, in both bodies.

Once that happens, the bill goes to the Governor to be signed, or vetoed, or partial-vetoed (our Governor can veto individual sections of a bill).

PRACTICAL TIP

Citizens who come to the Capitol can watch the proceedings from a visitors’ gallery one flight above.  Or, they can send brief hand-written messages to their legislators right in the middle of a floor debate, and wait just outside the chamber door.  If the legislators aren't too busy, they will come out to talk with constituents about the coming vote, or they might send back a hand-written note.  Either way, they know there are constituents who are right in the Capitol, following the process, and care enough to stay involved.  

However, there is one more possibility equally available to those who cannot make it to the Capitol on the day of a vote.   Many modern legislators carry their lap-top computers with them, right onto the House or Senate Floor.  If you send a Hot-Line phone message, or a direct email message to your Legislator, in some cases they might be received – and read – even as the floor debate is underway.  If legislators are debating a bill you care about (and the schedule is always posted on the legislature's website), it is worth a try.  You don’t have access to a computer?  No problem – the operator at the Toll-Free Hotline does.    Just call:  1-800-562-6000 and s/he’ll convey your message.

LAST QUARTER OF THE SESSION

This is a great time to visit Olympia.  By now the cherry trees are in full bloom, daffodils line all the paths, and the wisdom of putting the Capitol where it is, is obvious.

Week Twelve is the last week for bills to be considered in Committee, and the sharp philosophical differences between the Democrats and Republicans or even between the House and the Senate are often very apparent at this stage.  Bills that breezed through the House may stall in the Senate… and vice versa, so reactions from constituents (who tend to be less partisan) bring important balance to the process.  And while budget options are openly discussed – they aren’t yet final.  All are excellent reasons for staying involved. 

A Quick Reminder of What Happens Near the End.

By now, many bills are “dead.” Bills that are still “alive” now go through the same process in the “opposite house” they went through in their “own” house, their “house of origin” – but in just half the time:  a little over two weeks, instead of the four-and-a-half they get at the beginning.  You’ve heard all this before, except for a few details. 

Here’s the drill for bills that get considered in the “opposite house.”

*  Live bills need to get a Public Hearing (when members hear public testimony on the bill) before the relevant POLICY COMMITTEE in the opposite house.  

*  Once bills have been “heard” they become eligible for Executive Session (when Committee members discuss, amend, and vote for/against).  

*  Bills that win a majority vote in a policy committee go on to Public Hearings and Executive Session in a FISCAL COMMITTEE – the Appropriations or Finance Committees in the House, Ways & Means in the Senate.  That must be finished by about April 3.

*  Bills that win a majority vote in a fiscal committee move on to the House or Senate RULES COMMITTEES, which votes whether to put them on a Floor Calendar. 

*  Bills that make it onto a Floor Calendar, may be voted on by the full House or Senate during FLOOR ACTION.  

*  Any differences between the House and Senate versions get resolved in a CONFERENCE COMMITTEE, with the final compromise bill going to a one last vote in identical form by both houses.  

*  Finally, the bills that win a majority vote on both the House and Senate floors, are the ones still standing when the music stops:  they move TO THE GOVERNOR. .  If a bill you care about makes it this far, let the Governor know whether you want it signed…, vetoed…, or vetoed in part (say which part).  

There are some procedural exceptions provided for in the House and Senate rules, but that’s the standard route for most bills.

The big difference is evident in the number of bills being considered at the end.  Over the first eleven weeks, roughly 2,000 bills will have been introduced, along with Gubernatorial appointments and dozens of “resolutions” commemorating everything from individuals and industries to local high school wrestling teams.  As all these bills get winnowed down by the process, the work load in Committees slows.  To cite just one example, During the first half of the Session, 41 “own house bills” were referred to the House Committee on Children & Family Services, but they only got 6 “opposite house bills” sent to them from the Senate.   By the end of the twelfth week, Committee work ends for the Session, and the focus is on just two last things:  final Floor Votes, and, the budget.

AFTERWORD

If you started reading this with the idea that you can't make a difference unless you are rich, powerful, or making big campaign contributions, please:  think again. 

Over the 15 weeks of a single Session there will be countless examples of people who initially thought themselves powerless - homeless youth, people with mental or physical disabilities, low-paid homecare workers, people getting food stamps or cash assistance - but who affect public policy by organizing, and by speaking up.  Thanks to those who get involved, some good bills pass and some bad bills are stopped.  Many bills get amended along the way.  By the same token, countless budget items emerge with amounts or conditions different from the way they began.  None of that happens by accident.

In short, every issue, every bill, every budget item before the legislature is affected by those who use their voices and get involved.  (And by the same token, equally critical issues are decided by the lack of involvement.)  As just this brief glimpse makes clear, it helps to be part of a group, get regular email bulletins, and to have access to good information.  But ultimately, information is not enough.  To get results requires action.   

Getting involved offers no guarantees of victory.  But not getting involved

leaves all the decisions to others.  The choice is up to you.

5 Ways to get and stay informed about bills, issues, legislators...   
(1) USE THE INTERNET.  

www.leg.wa.gov is a gold mine!  You can:  "FIND OUT WHO REPRESENTS YOU,"  or - find bills introduced by a given legislator, learn which legislator sits on what Committee, get a weekly schedule of hearings, or find summaries of the bills introduced.

(2) CALL THE CAPITOL

Our state capitol has a toll-free HOTLINE:  1-800-562-6000.  It has TTY for people with hearing difficulties and language translation (including Spanish and Russian-speaking operators).   We also have a LEGISLATIVE INFORMATION CENTER,  360-786-7573.  It maintains lists of legislators/room numbers/telephone and email contact; diagrams of how a bill becomes a law; a sheet with all the state symbols; maps for getting around.  

(3)  CONTACT AN ADVOCACY GROUP FOR YOUR ISSUE.  

By now there is an advocacy group for almost every issue.  They monitor the legislative session, follow their issues closely, and recommend positions on bills and budget items.  Many also organize Lobby Days and send out free email "alerts" to keep people informed of times when citizen voices are especially needed.

To find an advocacy group on your issue you can do one - or all - of the following :  

· ask friends, people affected by the issue, or professionals who work in the field,

· check the WA Low-Income Housing Alliance website at:  www.wliha.org,  

· try Google, the telephone directory, or check with the League of Women Voters.  

(4)        JOIN/FORM a GROUP;  TALK about your issues EVERY WEEK.

You’ll know more if you are part of a group – large or small - that follows an issue and shares information.  Plus, it will be more enjoyable – and we’re more likely to stick with anything that feels more like a pleasure than a burden.  Advocacy isn’t a solo act.

(5)  CONTACT YOUR STATE LEGISLATORS

        CALL:

--  you can call your legislators’ offices directly (tel #’s available at www.leg.wa.gov), or

--  use the TOLL-FREE HOTLINE:  1-800-562-6000,  TTY:  1-800-635-999;.

     weekdays from 8:00 am - 8:00 pm, and   Saturdays from 9:00 am - 1:00 pm.

HOTLINE Operators will send your message to:    

     * one of your legislators,  

* all three of your legislators, 

* the Governor and Lieutenant Governor – or all of these, as you   request.  

PLUS – they have language translation services.  It helps if the person placing the call knows enough English to understand “Please Wait,” and to report the language needed.  The operator will ask the caller to wait, will contact an Interpreter Service, and then connect a 3-way call with the:  HOTLINE Operator, the caller, and the Interpreter.

       WRITE:

--  Representative ___________________ or, 

     Senator   _____________________

P.O. Box 40600 (House),         
P.O. Box 404[leg district] (Senate).

Olympia, WA  98504-0600 (House)        Olympia, WA  98504-04[leg district] (Senate)

       EMAIL:

--  write your legislator’s last name, followed by . plus their first name, @leg.wa.gov.  (e.g., Washington.george@leg.wa.gov – if George Washington were here.)  Put the topic in the Subject Line, and be sure to include your real name and home address.

       VISIT:

--  in Olympia, any day during the session.  Citizens are welcome.  Also look for TOWN HALL MEETINGS back in the District by mid-Session.  From the very first day of Session, groups of citizens begin appearing in Olympia for Advocacy Days, often combining mass rallies with individual visits to legislators.   Or, make an appointment to meet your legislators before the Session begins.  Invite them to your program or agency.

Prepared by Nancy Amidei for the Civic Engagement Project (amidei@u.washington.edu).
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