Shaping State Legislation


Our efforts to assert our civil rights as blind Americans often include working on legislation on the state and national level.  The following suggestions might help you as you seek to shape legislation to promote equality and opportunity for blind people in your state. 

Choosing a Legislative Initiative

Consider problems that blind people face in your state that could be addressed by legislation, including the following:

· Access to information remains a major barrier for the blind.

· Children are still denied access to Braille.

· The federal Help America Vote Act requires changes to be made to ensure that blind voters can vote independently and in private.

· Rehabilitation services are poorly provided to blind people by the state's general rehabilitation agency, so we want to establish a separate agency for the blind as permitted by federal law.

There are several ways to evaluate which issues should hold priority:

· The project that would aid the most blind people.

· The project that has the best chance of legislative passage.

· A project that another NFB affiliate has successfully enacted.  We have several model bills developed for this purpose.

Understanding the Legislative Process
Finding answers to the following questions will help you to understand how laws are enacted in your state:

· What is the length and frequency of legislative sessions?  You need to know when your legislation can be considered for enactment and be prepared to present it at the appropriate time.  For example, Maryland meets for three months from January to mid April every year, although it is possible to call for special sessions in unique circumstances.  Many state legislatures meet biannually to conduct their business.  

· What is the process by which bills are passed?  In particular, you will need to learn which committees will play a role in the creation of your bill, as well as which state agencies will be involved.  For learning about state legislation and administrative agencies, a Web site operated by the Library of Congress called the "Guide to Law online: U.S. States and Associated Jurisdictions," available at www.loc.gov/law/guide/usstates.html, is extremely helpful.  

· Whom should you approach to introduce and support your bill?  You want the highest-ranking member you can find of the appropriate committee to introduce your bill, and you need support from the party that controls the chamber at issue.  The representative in the controlling party with the longest term of service is likely the person you want to have introduced and support your bill.

Shepherding your Initiative

The following suggestions can help you get your legislation passed:

· Create a fact sheet or talking points about proposed legislation to give to members of the legislature. 

· Clearly articulate your proposal.  You can leave the writing of the actual bill to legislative staff; however, you should be familiar with legislative language to insure that your bill will accomplish your goal.  

· Meet with legislators.  Focus first on those on relevant committees and in controlling political parties.  Move to those of less priority as time allows.

· Seek buy-in from highest-ranking government officials in the state agencies that will have enforcement responsibility for the law.  

· Appear in greatest numbers possible for all hearings on your legislation. 

· Get knowledgeable blind people to testify at hearings.  The sponsor needs witnesses and will generally be pleased to accept your recommendations.

Building Relationships

· Take advantage of opportunities when representatives hold public meetings to learn from their constituents.  Blindness makes you memorable, and you should use this to your advantage.  It works.

· Encourage NFB members to participate in the political process, including volunteering on campaigns and making financial contributions.  Remember, we need to work to develop allies in all parties, no matter which party or candidate is winning or losing at a particular moment. 

· Invite legislative members to present at chapter meetings and certainly at state conventions to learn about our organization.  Although not all will come, the effort is very much worthwhile.

