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Introduction
The Vermont Bankers Association is pleased to provide its members with a copy of the Grassroots Participation Manual.  You will find in this document information pertaining to what we mean by grassroots, why you should get involved, how to get involved, a schedule of yearly events, and much more.  This manual is the direct result of a recent strategic planning effort, during which the VBA membership identified lobbying/government relation activities as one of the top priorities for the Association.  
During the planning process, we discovered that many within the banking industry perceive the Legislature as non bank friendly and the State’s regulator as more consumer oriented rather than offering a balanced approach to our industry.  The membership believes there is a lack of understanding about the importance of banking to the state.  Educating legislators and members of the Administration about the work banks are involved with and how their constituents benefit is critical.  

With regard to activities at the federal level, often Congress is not helpful.  Bankers need to increase their visibility with the State’s Congressional delegation; both here in Vermont and in Washington.  We must create awareness about the great work of the banking industry and what we do for their constituents.  We must continue to make the distinction between banks and other entities such as credit unions, mortgage brokers and others who have gotten into the banking business.  Our Congressional delegation and regulators must understand the need for streamlining regulatory requirements in order to achieve some relief.

What is Grassroots

Grassroots is simply people coming together with the purpose of influencing state or federal legislation.  Activities can take many forms including: special events; writing letters or emails; making phone calls; or personal visits.

Throughout the year, the VBA organizes and participates in a number of activities that allow for direct contact with members of the Vermont Legislature and our Congressional delegation.  One of the more critical activities is time spent at the State House between January and May of each year.
During the legislative session, the VBA’s lobbyist reviews every piece of proposed legislation to determine whether it will have a direct, indirect, or no impact on the industry.  When a bill is determined to have a direct or indirect impact, it is sent to one of the VBA committees for their review.  Based upon their input, an industry position is developed and it becomes the responsibility of the lobbyist to communicate that position to the appropriate parties.  This process has worked quite well for many years, but the time has come to implement new grassroots strategies for engaging the Vermont Legislature and our Congressional delegation.  
Grassroots programs are based on participation by people who share similar views on issues and in the case of the VBA, issues facing the banking industry in Vermont.  The intent is to create opportunities for everyone to contribute toward achieving the goals set out prior to and during the legislative session.  Experience shows that when a legislator hears from their constituent, they are more inclined to listen and take notice as compared to a registered lobbyist presenting the same arguments.  One question often asked is how many letters or calls are necessary in order to persuade the member to consider your position on an issue.  In Vermont, if a legislator receives ten emails, letters, or phone calls that is a lot and can result in achieving your goals on a particular bill.  In Washington, we have learned volume counts because volume equals votes.
Why Get Involved

The answer is quite simple: if you do not stand up for the banking industry in Vermont, no one else will.  Becoming involved in grassroots activities provides an opportunity to introduce your bank and yourself to the Vermont Legislature and our Congressional delegation.  Becoming involved helps to protect your self interests and encourages the best possible solution to the problem being addressed

Many of our elected officials have little knowledge of the banking industry.  They are not aware of the critical role banks play in the health of a community or how their constituents benefit from the products and services our industry provides.  It is up to all of us to take the time and provide the necessary education so that members clearly understand why the industry has taken the position it has.
How to Get Involved

In-Bank Visitation Program: The purpose of this program is to give members of the Legislature first hand knowledge of the bank and our industry.  It is a wonderful opportunity for them to meet your employees and members of the Board, and to discuss the changing nature of our industry, products and services, regulation, the bank’s impact on the community and much more.  This activity should not take more than one hour and include several members of your staff for the presentation.  Contained in the back of this manual is an education outline your bank can use to get started and a visitation report to be filed with the VBA.
Legislator/Banker Events (November/December): The VBA conducts nine legislator/banker events around the state each fall.  The purpose of these gatherings is to get to know legislators from the region and discuss banking industry priorities for the coming session.  Depending upon the region, these events could be a breakfast, lunch, or dinner lasting approximately two hours.  During these events, bankers should take the opportunity to invite the legislator(s) to visit the bank prior to the session beginning.
Regional Legislative Breakfasts: Many organizations such as the local Chamber of Commerce, economic development groups, or regional planning commissions conduct a regional legislative breakfast series during the session.  These events offer a great opportunity for bankers to attend and engage the legislators on issues of importance to our industry.  Bankers should check with their local organizations or watch for advertisements about upcoming events.

Banker Day Under the Dome (February/April): Two Banker Day Under the Dome events are scheduled during each legislative session.  The Association uses this time to introduce bankers to the legislative process and give our members an opportunity to meet with their legislators.  This all day event starts with an overview of the Legislature and a review of the State House surroundings.  Bankers then have an opportunity to observe committee hearings, proceedings on the floor of the House or Senate and have lunch with their legislator.  Bankers are given talking points on each of the issues of interest to the industry and a form for reporting back to the VBA.
Candidates’ Forum (election years): The candidates’ forum focuses on those running for Congress and statewide offices.  Major party candidates are invited to meet with the VBA membership and given an opportunity to present their platforms.  This is a time for the industry to get to know where the candidates stand on issues of importance to banking.  The event is usually held in October and consists of presentations by the candidates and a reception. 
House Commerce, Senate Finance Reception (January):  Each year during the first two weeks of the legislative session, the VBA will hold a reception for members of the House Commerce and Senate Finance Committees.  These two committees have jurisdiction over most banking issues that come before the Legislature.  The event provides the VBA membership with an opportunity to interact directly with those key decision makers.  The event is held in Montpelier and lasts approximately an hour and a half.
Washington DC Fly-Ins (March and as necessary): Each year the VBA’s Chairman, President, and members appointed to ABA’s Government Relations Committee participate in a three day Washington, DC fly-in.  During their visit, members hear from industry experts and spend time on Capital Hill visiting with Vermont’s Congressional delegation.  Beginning in 2008, this ABA sponsored meeting will be open to any banker wishing to attend.  From time to time, the ABA schedules additional fly-ins to address specific issues being worked on by Congress. 
In-State Congressional Visits: In addition to the Washington, DC trip(s), the VBA will be conducting at least two in-state Congressional visits during the year.  These meetings will present an opportunity for bankers to discuss issues of importance to the industry and provide our delegation with an overview of the economy here in Vermont.  Individual meetings will be held with each member at a time and place to be determined.
Call: A timely phone call to a legislator or member of Congress can be a very effective way to convey the banking industry’s position on a particular issue.  When contacting the member, have a prepared list of points you wish to make during the conversation.  Introduce yourself, let them know who you work for, and provide them with a bill number or title of the issue you are concerned with.  If the member is not available, leave a message as to why you are calling and contact information.  Always be courteous and thank them for taking the time to speak with you.
Write/Fax: Taking the time to write a letter is a form of personal contact many legislators appreciate.  When working with the Vermont legislature, the VBA tries to avoid having its members use a form letter.  On matters before Congress, the VBA often forwards an email from the ABA, which contains a link to their contact management system.  The ABA’s system does utilize a form letter, but there is nothing to prevent a banker from taking the key points and drafting their own.  When writing the member, please use the proper address and salutation.  Addresses for the Vermont legislature can be found at www.leg.state.vt.us.  For Congressional addresses, please contact the VBA.  In the letter remember to introduce yourself, tell them where you live and provide any contact information.  Be brief about the particular issue you are addressing and keep the message simple, again referring to a bill number or title.  Be specific about the action you wish them to take and remember to thank them for their willingness to consider your position.  Please keep in mind, when sending a letter to our Congressional delegation via the postal service, it could take several weeks due to the screening process that occurs prior to the letter being delivered.  You may want to consider faxing the letter so it gets there sooner.
Email: When circumstances in Montpelier or Washington call for immediate action, the best way to contact members is via email.  In this instance volume matters; the more emails we can send, the more inclined the member is to pay attention.  In the email remember to introduce yourself, tell them where you live and provide any contact information.  Be brief about the particular issue you are addressing and keep the message simple, again referring to a bill number or title.  Be specific about the action you wish them to take and remember to thank them for their willingness to consider your position.  Email addresses for the Vermont legislature can be found at www.leg.state.vt.us.  For Congressional addresses, please contact the VBA.  An important rule to remember when sending an email is to check for grammatical or spelling errors.

Testify in the Vermont Legislature: During any given legislative session, the VBA may track between 50 and 100 pieces of legislation.  Many of the bills require specific expertise to determine how the proposal might impact the banking industry in Vermont.  Often, the VBA is asked to testify on a proposed bill and present its recommendations.  As a result, this process provides an opportunity for experts to appear before the committee and engage in the development or downfall of legislation.  The VBA’s lobbyist will work closely with those who have an interest in testifying and prepare them for the committee process.
BankPac: Within the political system, financial contributions matter.  The VBA does not have a state or federal Pac, rather we participate in the ABA’s BankPac program.  Members of the banking community can contribute to the Pac and know that their funds will go to support the VBA’s designated Congressional member.  It is as easy as writing a check or setting up a payroll deduction.  For additional information, please contact the VBA so we can help you get started.
Communication/Meeting Tips

1. Arrive early: Be ready for a short conversation
2. Be clear and concise:  Keep your points/argument short and sweet.

3. Talk about banking issue(s): Members have a tendency to get off subject when they   are uninterested in certain legislative issues

4. Leave behind pertinent information: Be sure to give extra copies of your leave behinds and your contact information for Members and staffers.

5. Tell YOUR story: Be sure to tell the Member how the current legislation will affect your bank, your employees and your community, which they represent.

6. Know where your member stands on an issue: And if possible, why they support/oppose banking legislation.

7. Remember to be respectful: You represent bankers’ nation-wide, your bank and your community. 

8. Follow up: Be sure to send a thank you letter that highlights your point(s) and contains your contact information to both your Member and the banking staffer.
9. Do not be aggressive in your approach:. It’s ok to be firm, but not overly aggressive

10. Do not be late to an appointment: If you are running late, give your Member’s office a call

11. Do not expect your member to be an expert on the issue(s): Your Member of Congress may know nothing about banking issues. Take this time to education him/her.

12. Do not leave unnecessary information with your Member or their staff: This will only confuse your position and ultimately the Member.

13. Do not interrogate your Member on his/her positions: You don’t want to create a hostile environment. Your Member has voted against banking legislation, thank them anyway! 

14: Do not disregard staffers: They play a vital role in Member’s decision making. Be sure to make solid connections with staffers as well. 

Reporting Grassroots Activities
Now that you have taken the first step of getting involved with grassroots activities, there is one other action we need you to take.  When you communicate with a member of the Vermont Legislature or Congress about a banking issue, it is important to let the VBA know about your activities and what if any response you received from the member.  

The Association’s lobbyist is present at the State House throughout the legislative session and in regular contact with our Congressional delegation.  He or she must be well informed so as to minimize any unexpected occurrences, or if necessary, provide assistance with any follow-up.
To assist you in reporting, the VBA will attach to an email or provide a hard copy of a form to be used depending upon the activity the banker is involved with.  All forms should be sent directly to the VBA’s office within 24 hours after the contact has been made.

Policy for Candidates’ Forum

A candidates’ forum can be a useful tool for introducing the VBA membership to those running for a statewide or congressional office.  It also provides the industry with an opportunity to discuss banking issues and learn the positions of the candidates prior to their being elected.
Each election year, the VBA’s Executive Council and Government Relations Committee shall decide whether to conduct a candidates’ forum and which candidates to invite.  Once the decision to conduct the forum has been made, the VBA will extend a written invitation to all major party candidates running for the offices of interest.  If a candidate chooses not to participate, the forum can still proceed as long as those running for office have been given an equal opportunity to participate.  
If a decision is made to exclude certain candidates running for office, that decision must be based on objective guidelines rather than his or her position on the issues of importance during the campaign.  The VBA’s actions shall be governed by the following guidelines:
1) The candidate must be registered with the Secretary of State as an official candidate whose name will appear on the Election Day ballot.

2) The candidate must have a campaign office where he or she can be reached during normal business hours.

3) An independent candidate must have at least 5% of voter support in any official poles conducted by the news media or other independent polling organization.

4) If a political party candidate, the party must have received at least 5% of the popular vote during the last general election.  Guideline three shall be used if there was no candidate running for the party during the last election. 
Calendar of Events

Below is a list of events that take place during the year.  Dates for each event will vary from year to year depending upon the legislative calendar, the availability of participants, and access to meeting space.

January – May: 

Vermont Legislature in session

January: 


VBA hosts a Montpelier reception with members of the 

House Commerce and Senate Finance Committees

February:


Banker Day Under the Dome 

March:



Washington, DC Fly-in

April:



Banker Day Under the Dome

August:


Meetings with Congressional Delegation in Vermont

October:


Candidates’ Forum (election years)

November/December: 
Legislator/Banker events

IN-BANK VISITATION PROGRAM

1. Welcome and introductions 

2. Summarize purpose of the meeting 

3. Historical summary of the bank 

a. When the bank started

b. How it has evolved to it’s current position

c. Include numbers from the economic survey

4. Products and services offered by your bank 

a. Outline the products and services offered

b. Why these types of products and services

c. Discuss some of the behind the scenes processes to support those products and services

i. This could be accomplished through a departmental approach, or

ii. By taking them through the process of setting up and servicing an account or originating and servicing a loan

d. Briefly touch upon costs for such services and why we charge what we do

e. Highlight the security of our systems; protection of consumer information

5. Changing nature of the industry 

a. Brief history of how the bank use to function as compared to today

b. What does the future hold; the changing nature of banking

c. Highlight the following:

i. Various forms of banking

ii. Infrastructure changes

iii. Training of personnel

iv. Customer education

6. Regulation of the industry 

a. As change has occurred, so has regulation

b. New regulations at the federal level 1989 - 2004: 854

c. Who are our regulators: State, Federal

d. State regulations, federal regulations examples: privacy, consumer protection, CRA, etc…

7. Close with economic and community development support 
a. Touch upon work with the small business community 

b. Discuss community involvement/outline support of local groups

c. Volunteerism

d. Imagine if banks weren’t here

e. Include numbers from the economic survey

8. Tour the bank 

a. Have stations set up where bank personnel can discuss their role  

b. Include in those presentations stories of interaction with customers, the community, volunteer efforts, etc…

9. Wrap up with an expression of common interest/goals 

a. Build a better Vermont 

b. Serve our communities

c. Protect consumers
IN-BANK VISITATION REPORTING FORM
Thank you for taking the time to implement the In-Bank Visitation Program.  We hope you and your employees found the experience beneficial and that legislators have a better understanding of our industry. 

In order to track the results of this initiative, please take a few moments to answer the following questions.  By doing so, you will ensure the VBA is aware of who participated, what issues were discussed, and if any follow-up is necessary

Bank Name: _______________________________________        Date: _____________

Contact Person: ________________________________________________________

1. On what day did the legislator(s) visit the bank?

_________________________________________________________________

2. Please list the legislator(s) who were in attendance.

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

3. What topics did you discuss?

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

4. Was there any particular issue(s) the legislator was focused on?

__________________________________________________________________

      __________________________________________________________________

      __________________________________________________________________

5. Is there any need for immediate follow-up on a particular issue? (please list the legislator and the issue)

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

6. Do you have any recommendations for improving the program?

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

BANKER DAY UNDER THE DOME

REPORTING FORM
Thank you for taking the time to participate in the Banker Day Under the Dome Program.  We hope you found the experience beneficial and that legislators have a better understanding of our industry. 

In order to track the results of this initiative, please take a few moments to answer the following questions.  By doing so, you will ensure the VBA is aware of who you met with, what issues were discussed, and if any follow-up is necessary

Name: _______________________________________        Date: _____________

Bank Name: _________________________________________________________
1. Please provide the name(s) of legislator(s) you spoke with.

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

2. Please briefly summarize discussions with the above legislator(s).
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

3. If needed anytime during the session, would you be willing to contact legislator(s) you met with to help get our position on banking issues across to them?

Yes ___   No ___

4. Do any of the legislator(s) you met with wish to receive additional information on the issues you discussed?
Yes ___   No ___
5. If yes, what issue(s) would they like more information on? (Please provide the name of the legislator(s) seeking more information
______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

6. From your perspective, is Banker Day Under the Dome successful?

Yes ___   No ___

7. Do you have recommendations for improving the program?

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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