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A Toolkit for Building Congressional Champions 
for Safe Routes to School

How to Plan Site Visits and Member Meetings 

This document contains just the tools and resources from the toolkit, in word format, to allow for easier customization.

To access the full toolkit, please visit: http://www.saferoutespartnership.org/national/engaging-congress-in-srts 

Included in this file are the following tools and resources:

1. Designing the Event or Meeting







· TOOL:  Planning Worksheet







· RESOURCE:  Notifying the National Partnership and Getting Help

         

2. Inviting your Member of Congress







· TOOL:  Sample invitation or meeting request





· TOOL:  Sample script for following up with the scheduler




3. Developing Background Materials






· TOOL:  Template for one-pager on your local Safe Routes to School project

· RESOURCE:  The “asks” for policymakers on Safe Routes to School



4. Carrying out a Successful Event







· TOOL:  Event checklist






· TOOL:  Press release template







· RESOURCE:  Tips for giving interviews






5. Conducting a Successful Meeting







· TOOL:  Sample talking points on Safe Routes to School 



6. Following up after the Event or Meeting








· TOOL:  Sample thank you letter 








· RESOURCE:  Updating the National Partnership about your event or meeting         

1.  Designing the event or meeting

     TOOL:  A Planning Worksheet
Tool:  This worksheet will help you commit your ideas to paper and help you hone in on the type of event, the messaging, key partners and participants, and initial logistics.  

Resource:  In addition to completing this worksheet, please make sure you visit our website at http://www.saferoutespartnership.org/national/engaging-congress-in-srts/designing-an-event  to let us know if you are considering hosting an event or scheduling a meeting with your Member of Congress.  You can request a phone consultation with Safe Routes to School National Partnership staff to help you plan your event and work through any questions or concerns you might have after reading this toolkit.  

1. Brainstorm the different possibilities for events you might have coming up that you could invite your Member of Congress to.  Write your ideas in the space below for the events, the dates you have in mind, and the role that your legislator might play.  If there aren’t any opportunities for events, write in that you will request a meeting.

__________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________

2. What’s the story or message you want to communicate to your Member of Congress about your Safe Routes to School project?  List some ideas, including existing barriers to walking and bicycling, information about your Safe Routes to School funding, the benefits your project will bring to your community, and any data or stories you might have to illustrate these points.  

__________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________

3. Who are some key leaders in your community that you should involve in the event or meeting?  Consider a wide range of individuals, including school personnel, health experts, law enforcement officials, engineers and safety experts, mayors and local elected officials, representatives from community organizations, and parents and children.  Depending on where you envision your event taking place, there are others you should involve to get approval for holding the event (for example, the principal if the event will be at a school or city officials if the event will be on city streets).  List some key names and organizations.

__________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________

4. Write down basic information about your event or meeting.  You will need this information to write the Member of Congress to request a meeting or invite him or her to your event.

Proposed date(s) and time(s)

__________________________________________________________________________________

Length of the event/meeting

__________________________________________________________________________________

Focus of the event/meeting

__________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________

Role the legislator will play

__________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________

Key attendees and their affiliations

__________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________

2.  Inviting your Member of Congress
     TOOL:  Sample Invitation or Meeting Request
You can use this sample letter to create a meeting request or invitation for your Member of Congress.  Fill in any bracketed areas with information specific to your project.  Try to keep the letter to one page, and put it on letterhead if possible.  As noted, try to get a prominent community member (mayor, principal, local business leader, or local nonprofit leader) to sign the letter.  Please fax or email your letter directly to the scheduler for the Member of Congress.  Each office generally has a preference for how requests should be submitted.  
[Date]

The Honorable [Member’s First and Last Name]

[U.S. House of Representatives OR U.S. Senate]

ATTN:  [Scheduler Name, obtained by calling the Congressional office]

[Mailing address (obtained through the CongressMerge website)]

[Fax Number or Email address (depending on how you are sending the request)]

Dear [Representative or Senator] [Member’s Last Name]:

I write to you on behalf of a coalition of organizations and individuals in your district that are working to make it safer for children to walk and bicycle to [name of school].  We have received funding through the federal Safe Routes to School program to underwrite [very short description of your project.]  [If you have not received funding, insert instead:  We are seeking funding through the federal Safe Routes to School program to underwrite [very short description of your project.]  As this project makes it possible for more children to safely walk and bicycle to school, our community will benefit from reduced traffic congestion, better air quality, and healthier lifestyles for our children.  

[Insert the appropriate paragraph below, depending on whether you are requesting a meeting or inviting the Member of Congress to an event.]

TEXT FOR AN INVITATION TO AN EVENT:

We would appreciate the opportunity to show you more about this exciting project, and the federal Safe Routes to School funding that makes our work possible.  We will be holding an event on [proposed date and time] at [location].  The event will [brief description of type of event].  The event will last approximately [length of time] and we would be honored if you would agree to [speak/observe/participate – whatever role you want the legislator to play].  As this is a community event, you will have the opportunity to interact with a number of community leaders, including [list names and organizations of some key participants and attendees].  Parents and children from the school will also be participating.  [Insert if you have the capacity:  Assuming you are able to join us, we would also be pleased to work with your press secretary to invite local media to cover the event.]

TEXT FOR REQUESTING A MEETING:

We would like to request a meeting with you to tell you more about this exciting project, and the federal Safe Routes to School funding that makes our work possible.  We propose [insert a few dates and times], but are open to other dates and times if those don’t work with your schedule.  Accompanying me to the meeting will be some other key community leaders that are actively engaged in our project, including [list names and organizations of some key meeting attendees].

I greatly appreciate your consideration of this request.  You or your staff can reach me at [insert phone number and email address] to follow up.

Sincerely,

[Your Name]

[Your Organization]

cc:  [list individuals and organizations who are mentioned in the letter as attending/participating in your event or meeting.   Make sure to send these individuals a copy of the letter via email.]
2.  Inviting your Member of Congress
     TOOL:  Sample Script for Following Up with the Scheduler
Approximately a week after you have submitted your scheduling request by fax or email, you should call the scheduler to follow up if you have not heard anything back yet.  Your goal is to get a yes or no answer on your scheduling request.  It may take a few calls to reach the scheduler, so be persistent.  The script below will help you work with the scheduler. 
1.  Call the Congressional office – either the Washington, DC office or the district office where the scheduler is located—and speak with whoever answers the phone:  

Hello, this is [your name and organization] calling.  I’d like to speak with [scheduler name] to follow up on a scheduling request I submitted last week, please.

2. If the scheduler is not available, leave a message:

Hello, this is [your name and organization] calling.  I submitted a scheduling request last week related to Safe Routes to School and was calling to follow up to see if Representative/Senator [last name] is available.  If you could give me a call back at [phone number] soon, I’d greatly appreciate it.  Thank you.

3. Once you are able to speak with the scheduler:

Hello, this is [your name and organization] calling.  I submitted a scheduling request last week [for an event on [date] / for a meeting to discuss our Safe Routes to School project] and am calling to follow up.  I was wondering if you had any information on whether Representative/Senator [last name] would be able to [attend / meet with us].

a.  If the scheduler says they haven’t made a decision on the scheduling request yet:

I understand that you are probably trying to balance a lot of requests, but we certainly hope this will be one that Representative/Senator [last name] will be able to accommodate.  The event will also include people such as [name of prominent individuals, such as the mayor, principal, local business or nonprofit leader].  When would be a good time for me to call back to get an answer on this scheduling request? 

b. If the scheduler says the Member of Congress won’t be able to meet/attend the event:

We’re very sorry to hear that Representative/Senator [last name] isn’t available.  

· Is there an alternate time or date that we might be able to make work?  

· OR, if you can’t reschedule your event:  Is there someone on the Representative’s/Senator’s staff that might be able to fill in?

c. If the scheduler says yes to the meeting request/event:

That is wonderful news, we so appreciate Representative/Senator [last name]’s willingness to attend/meet with us.  And, thank you so much for your help in arranging this.  

· I’d like to confirm the key details (date and time, length of meeting/event, legislator’s role (if an event), attendees).

· How far in advance of the event/meeting should we check in again with you just to make sure we’re still on the schedule?  And, is it you we should be working with on any final logistical details?

· I’d also like to make sure you have all my contact information, including my cell phone, in case anything comes up at the last minute.  [provide your cell phone]

· [If you have the capacity] We are considering inviting the media to our event.  Is there a press secretary on your staff that we should be coordinating with?

3.  Developing Background Materials
     TOOL:  Template for One-Pager on your Local Safe Routes to 
                   School Project
You can use this template to develop a one-pager that clearly communicates the goals and impact of your local Safe Routes to School project.  This one-pager can be used with Members of Congress, the media, and other interested individuals.  Fill in any bracketed areas with information specific to your project.  Try to keep the document to one page, and put it on your organization’s letterhead if possible. 

[LOGO or LETTERHEAD]

Helping Schoolchildren Be Safe, Healthy and Active:

[school or community name] Builds Safe Routes to School

With the receipt of [dollar amount of grant] from [name of your state agency that awards Safe Routes to School money], [school or community name] is proud to be joining more than 12,000 schools throughout the nation in Safe Routes to School activities.  [If you have not yet received a grant, substitute:  [school or community name] seeks to join more than 12,000 schools throughout the nation in building safer routes to school.]
Grants from the federal Safe Routes to School (Safe Routes to School) program allow schools and communities to retrofit roads, and build sidewalks and bike paths to allow children to more safely walk and bicycle to school.  Funding also supports education, promotion and enforcement campaigns.  As more children are able to safely walk and bicycle to school, children and their communities are benefiting from reduced traffic congestion, better air quality, and healthier lifestyles. 

The Need for Safe Routes to School

Concerned by some of the challenges that children in our community face when walking and bicycling to school, [name of the organization awarded the grant] applied [or will be applying] for funding from [name of state DOT] through the federal Safe Routes to School program to address these issues.  

· [Insert a few bullets explaining challenges that children have faced when walking or bicycling to school, and what activities you will be undertaking to address those challenges.  For example:  Children and parents expressed fears about drivers traveling too fast and ignoring stop signs, creating a dangerous situation for children crossing the streets near the school.  The Safe Routes to School grant will allow us to undertake a driver education campaign, train additional crossing guards, and improve enforcement of traffic rules around the school.]
A Wealth of Benefits

The [school name] Safe Routes to School project will produce a number of important benefits for the children attending [school name] and residents of [community name], including:

· [Insert a few bullets outlining your end goals for the project.  If you have already made progress on any of these goals, include current statistics or findings.  Try to include a mix of goals that cover the numbers of children walking and bicycling as well as larger outcomes for the community.  For example:  Our goal is to double the number of children walking and bicycling to and from school each day to 100, which would represent 25% of school enrollment.  Three months into the project, we are already seeing important gains.  A recent bicycle training session educated 20 children and their parents; half of them have started bicycling to school at least one day a week since the training.  Each child that changes to walking or bicycling will, on average, get an additional half-hour of exercise each day, greatly contributing to improved health and lower rates of obesity for our schoolchildren.]

A Community Working Together
A coalition of community organizations and leaders are making [or will make] this important project possible, including:

[list key partners]  

For more information on this project, please contact [insert name and contact information for a spokesperson for the project or organization receiving the grant.]

3.  Developing Background Materials
     Resource:  The “ASKS” for policymakers on Safe Routes to School
While this toolkit is focused on Members of Congress, it can be adapted to fit an event with a wide range of local elected officials, including your mayor, a representative from your Metropolitan Planning Organization, your Governor, a state legislator, or other elected officials.

No matter what type of elected official you are engaging, you want them to see first-hand the great work that you are doing through Safe Routes to School.  However, you also want to ensure that you ask the policymaker to do something to help Safe Routes to School.  

The worksheet below provides our suggestions for the types of “asks” of elected official, divided up by type of official.  Use this worksheet to identify the right ask for the policymaker attending your event.  Then, you can work that ask into the talking points and other materials for your event or meeting that are discussed in later chapters. 
All of these asks are centered around the changes in funding for Safe Routes to School that are being implemented through the transportation bill, MAP-21, that was signed into law in July 2012.  As part of that law, the federal Safe Routes to School program was folded into a new Transportation Alternatives program.  Safe Routes to School projects may now have to compete against other bicycling and walking projects, environmental projects, and more – depending on how the state implements the program.  And, states have less funding available for Transportation Alternatives unless they transfer funds in from other transportation programs.  Additional information on MAP-21 and the changes impacting Safe Routes to School are available in our MAP-21 Resource Center at http://www.saferoutespartnership.org/national#map21resourcecenter 

Review the asks below, and select the most appropriate one for the type of policymaker you have invited.

The Asks Depend on the Policymaker
Local Policymakers:  e.g. Mayor, county executive, city councilor

· The Ask:   Funding for the Safe Routes to School program flows through the state DOT’s Transportation Alternatives program.  We would like your support to apply for funding to support our remaining Safe Routes to School infrastructure projects and to support our non-infrastructure efforts.  Would you be able to write a support letter next time there is an open grant cycle?
Regional Policymakers: e.g. Metropolitan Planning Organization director
· The Ask:   With the new transportation bill, MAP-21, large metropolitan planning organizations will receive funding from Transportation Alternatives to support bicycling, walking and Safe Routes to School projects.  We would like to work with you to ensure that your organization understands Safe Routes to School and provides an opportunity for our school to apply for funding.  Will the MPO be including Safe Routes to School as an eligibility for Transportation Alternatives funding? When will you be making funds available, and how can we apply?
State Policymakers: State DOT official, Governor or state legislator
· The Ask:  The new transportation bill, MAP-21, folds the Safe Routes to School program into the new Transportation Alternatives program.  Funding has been decreased for Transportation Alternatives, meaning we need our state department of transportation to use every available dollar.  Will you ensure that our state uses all of its available Transportation Alternatives funds, implements the program promptly, and spends down any remaining Safe Routes to School and Transportation Enhancements funds?

· Note:  for additional information on these state-specific asks, please see our explanation of our state campaigns: http://www.saferoutespartnership.org/about/gearing-whats-next-federal-transportation-bill.  Also, you can see how much funding your state has left in its Safe Routes to School program here: http://www.saferoutespartnership.org/state/stateofstates.   
Federal Policymakers:  e.g. U.S. Senator, U.S. Representative

· The Ask:   In July 2012, Congress passed the transportation law MAP-21.  As part of that law, they folded the Safe Routes to School program into a new program called Transportation Alternatives and cut funding by approximately 30%.  When Congress considers the next transportation bill in 2014, I ask you to work to increase funding for Safe Routes to School and sustain the federal commitment to these critical safety projects.  

Please note that if you are a nonprofit organization or if you receive federal or foundation dollars, you should refer to the Appendix for information about lobbying rules when you are making a legislative ask, like the one of the federal policymaker.

4.  Carrying Out a Successful Event
     TOOL:  Event Checklist
This event checklist can help you determine whether you have key tasks handled for your event.  This is not meant to be a complete guide to planning an event, but focuses more on items that specifically pertain to hosting your Member of Congress and/or the media.  
EVENT LOGISTICS

· Event timelines developed (day-of event timeline and one for the weeks leading up to the event)

· Permission/involvement obtained for site of event (from principal, city officials, etc.)

· Invitations sent (including funding agency and county/local officials) and attendance confirmed

· All logistics in place (such as a podium for speakers, refreshments, decorations)
· All participants know their roles and their talking points
· Informational packets, including one-pager on your project, prepared for Member and media

· Photographer and/or videographer lined up
MEMBER OF CONGRESS LOGISTICS
· Scheduler contacted the week before and the day before to confirm the Member’s attendance

· Scheduler has contact information (including cell phone) for someone at the event 

· List of key individuals for the Member to meet is created; each individual prepared with talking points and background information

· Member liaison identified, and prepared to:

· Greet Member and make him or her comfortable and brief him/her on the project
· Steer the Member to the individuals you’ve identified to help talk about your project

· Coordinate with the photographer to take photos of the Member at the event

· Provide an information packet and get contact information for the Member’s staff

· Ask for the Member’s support of Safe Routes to School
MEDIA LOGISTICS (only if media will be attending)

· Media called the day before the event as a reminder, and press release faxed/emailed again

· Spokesperson identified, and prepared with talking points

· Media sign-in table or check-in area available

· Staff person assigned to greet media and steer them to the spokesperson and other leaders

4.  Carrying Out a Successful Event
      TOOL: Press release Template
You can use this template to develop a press release announcing your event and communicating the goals and impact of your local Safe Routes to School project.  You can fax or email this press release to any reporters or editors that are considering covering your event.  Fill in any bracketed areas with information specific to your project.  Try to keep the press release to one page, and put it on your organization’s letterhead or work with the school or city to put it on their letterhead.  

FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE





FOR MORE INFORMATION:

[Date of Press Release]



[Contact person name, title]

[cell or phone, and email]

[LOGO or LETTERHEAD]

[School or community] to Hold Event on [Date] 
To Help Schoolchildren Be Safe, Healthy and Active

With Rep. [Name] Attending

[City, State]—[School or community name] will be hosting an event on [date and time]at [location]to enable more children to safely walk and bicycle to and from school as part of its Safe Routs to School program.  Representative [name] will be at the event to [speak/chaperone children/etc.].  

[Insert a description of the event, the purpose, and an estimate of how many participants will be involved.  Include a list of speakers and their affiliations, and mention any local leaders who will be in attendance (focus particularly on local leaders like the Member of Congress, the mayor, the principal, prominent business leaders, etc.). ]

[In a second and third paragraphs, you should highlight the “big picture” this event is part of – your overall plan for your Safe Routes to School project, the benefits for your community, key members of your community coalition, and any successes you may have already had.  You can include one or more quotes from representatives from the school and your organization, or from the Member of Congress if his or her staff provides an advance quote.]

In [year], [agency name] received a [insert dollar amount] federal Safe Routes to School grant from [insert your state agency’s name] to [brief description of purpose of grant].  [If your program has not yet received a grant, but is applying for funding, indicate that this is the case.]  In 2005, Congress created the federal Safe Routes to School program due to concerns about the decline in walking and bicycling to schools and increases in traffic congestion and childhood obesity.  Under the new transportation bill, MAP-21, Safe Routes to School funding is available through the new Transportation Alternatives program. Grants from the federal Safe Routes to School program are awarded by State Departments of Transportation and allow schools and communities to retrofit roads, sidewalks, and bike paths to allow children to more safely walk and bicycle to school.  Funding also supports education, promotion and enforcement campaigns.  As more children are able to safely walk and bicycle to school, children and their communities benefit from reduced traffic congestion, better air quality, and healthier lifestyles. 

# # #

About [your organization name]:  [Include a 2-3 sentence summary of your organization, and include a link to your website, if appropriate.]

4.  Carrying Out a Successful Event
     RESOURCE:  Tips for Giving Interviews
When serving as a spokesperson for your Safe Routes to School project, it’s important to keep in mind the three or four main points you want to get across in your interview.  Make sure to make these key points.  Work them in to your responses, regardless of the questions, and stay positive!  It’s OK to repeat yourself in an interview to emphasize your message.  
Deliver your main message.  Here is an example of your key messages for an event:

A) Today is the kick-off for our new “Safe Routes to School” project at XYZ School.
B) We’ve worked hard to put together an application for the federal Safe Routes to School program.  Now that we’ve received funding, we hope to encourage more children to walk and bicycle to and from school, as it helps kids learn healthier and more active lifestyles.  We’re also working with the police and engineers to make conditions safer.

C) As more and more children take advantage of walking and bicycling to school, our community will benefit from less traffic congestion, better air quality, and our kids will have a lot more fun!

D) If you are a parent, we hope you’ll get in touch with us (give website or contact person) to learn more about how your child can safely walk or bicycle to school.

Here are the “top ten” interview tips, whether you are working with newspapers, radio or television:

1. Prepare (review your talking points) and stay focused on the issues

2. Be concise and speak clearly

3. Don’t speak too quickly

4. Be friendly and honest

5. Don’t lose your cool

6. There is no such thing as “off the record” – only say it if you are willing to be quoted

7. Don’t be led into “hypothetical” situations – you’ll be taken out of context

8. Say what you have to say and then stop talking

9. Mention where people can get more information (your organization’s website and www.saferoutespartnership.org)

10. If you are asked a negative question, turn the negative into the positive and don’t repeat negative words like “dangerous” or “unsafe.” Anything you say is fair game to be quoted, so make sure that you keep it positive!

Here are some additional tips for television interviews:

1. Smile!

2. Make eye contact (look at the reporter not the camera).
3. Be conversational.

4. Ask in advance if the interview will include the reporter’s questions and your answers or just your answers.  If it’s just your answers, speak in full sentences when answering the questions.  

5. Solid, dark colors look best on television. Avoid patterns and light colors.  

Regardless of the forum, it’s also good to create a “sound bite.”  Keep in mind one phrase that you want to see in print.  
5.  Conducting a Successful Meeting
      Tool:  SAMPLE talking POINTS ON Safe Routes to School
You can adapt these sample talking points to communicate the goals and impact of your local Safe Routes to School project and to ask for your Member’s support for the reauthorization of Safe Routes to School. 

GROUP LEADER:  

Thank you, Congressman/woman [Name], for agreeing to meet with us today.  I know you have a very busy schedule, and we appreciate you making time for us.

I’ve brought some of our community leaders with me today so we can talk about an exciting project we’re working on at [school name or community name.]  We’ve recently received [or have applied for] a [dollar amount] grant from [state agency] to undertake a “Safe Routes to School” project, to enable more children to safely walk and bicycle to and from school.  [Give 2-3 sentence overview of the challenges you are looking to address through the project and what you hope to accomplish in terms of safety improvements, increases in walking/bicycling rates, and improvements in air quality, traffic congestion, child health, etc.]

Before we go any further, I’d like to introduce some of the key partners that we are working closely with on this project.  

GROUP MEMBERS:

I’m [name], the [title] of [organization].  Our role/interest in the Safe Routes to School project is [brief 1-sentence description.]

GROUP LEADER:  

We are so lucky to have these great partners working with us on the Safe Routes to School project, and know we will be successful based on their dedication and commitment to this project.

I’d like to give you a little background on the Safe Routes to School national movement, and our specific project.  As you know, in 2005, Congress created the federal Safe Routes to School program, and funds are awarded by each state’s Department of Transportation.  That’s where we got [or are applying for] our funding for this project.  With the new transportation bill, MAP-21, Safe Routes to School is eligible for funding under the new Transportation Alternatives program.
Grants from the federal Safe Routes to School program allow schools and communities to retrofit roads, sidewalks, and bike paths to allow children to more safely walk and bicycle to school.  Funding also supports education, promotion and enforcement campaigns.  As more children are able to safely walk and bicycle to school, children and their communities are benefiting from reduced traffic congestion, better air quality, and healthier lifestyles. 

When we heard about the funding available through Safe Routes to School, we knew it would make a big difference in our community.

[At this point, you should plan to focus on local information about the barriers to walking and bicycling around the school, and how your project will address them.  Each of these areas could be good opportunities for other members of your group to talk, depending on their areas of expertise.  For example:  

· The engineer on your project could talk about the dangerous road crossings and sidewalk gaps, which you would like to  address through improved infrastructure

· A community advocate could talk about how children lack necessary knowledge on pedestrian and bicycle safety, which you will address through safety trainings for children and their parents

· A law enforcement official could discuss statistics about the high rate of drivers that speed and disobey traffic signals near the school, which you will address by increasing traffic enforcement and undertaking a driver education campaign

· The school principal could talk about the current rate at which children walk and bicycle to school, and the promotional campaigns and events you will undertake to change their habits and encourage more parents to allow their children to walk and bicycle to school.  

· The school nurse could talk about obesity rates at the school and how increased physical activity will improve the health of schoolchildren.

The group leader should introduce each topic area and speaker.  For example:  

LEADER:  One of the reasons we were so interested in undertaking a Safe Routes to School project is because so many of the children in XYZ school are struggling with obesity and obesity-related health issues.  Today we have with us Mary Smith, who is the school nurse at XYZ school and deals with these problems every day.  Mary, do you want to elaborate?

MARY:  (Leader name) is correct.  Nearly one-quarter of our students at XYZ school are obese, which is higher than the national average.  I have dozens of children each week suffering from asthma, diabetes and other chronic conditions that are exacerbated by weight and air quality.   

That’s why I’m so supportive of and engaged in the Safe Routes to School project.  If we can get more of our children walking and bicycling to school regularly, it will mean an average of 30 minutes of exercise each day.  That’s half of the recommended amount for children, and will make a big difference in our efforts to help kids be more active and healthy.  If we can start changing these habits now, which the children are still young, it will pay dividends for years to come in terms of improved health and less strain on our health care system.

LEADER:  Thanks, Mary.  Another important aspect of our project is improving the traffic conditions around the school, which are currently unsafe.  Police Chief Jones has been really instrumental in helping us assess the traffic problems and figure out solutions.  Chief Jones?

CHIEF JONES:  When (Leader name) got in touch with us to talk about this project, we ran some analyses of the traffic around [school name].  Frankly, we were surprised at what we found.  One-third of drivers are exceeding the speed limit in the area by more than ten miles an hour.  Since children are often walking at the edge of the road, this creates a very dangerous situation.  We’ve had several near-misses recently.  Over the next several months, we will be posting officers around the school before and after adjournment each day and will be strictly enforcing speed limits, stop signs, and crosswalks.  We will also be working with the local media to help publicize the importance of being aware and driving safely when in school zones.  We believe these efforts will create much safer conditions around the school, which will mean more parents will be comfortable allowing their children to walk and bicycle to school. 

GROUP LEADER:

As you can see, there are a lot of pieces to our Safe Routes to School project, all of which are necessary to get us to our end goal of having more children walk and bicycle safely to school.  We are very much focused on our end goals, as that is how our community will see the benefits of our work.  [Insert some information about the goals you are looking to accomplish, such as the increase in children walking/bicycling to school, traffic targets (less congestion, improved safety), and other related benefits (better air quality, lower rates of obesity, etc.)]  

We will be carefully tracking our progress on all of these areas to ensure we will meet our goals.  We’ve already started to see the impact of our work.  [Insert some statistics or anecdotal stories demonstrating the impact you are already having on the community.]

Congressman/woman [Name], do you have any questions for us at this point?

GROUP LEADER:

Congressman/woman [Name], we so appreciate your time today.  We hope you have a better understanding of the work we have ahead of us with our Safe Routes to School project at [school name or community name].  Before we close out the meeting today, I’d like to ask you, on behalf of our group here and our community, if you would support the Safe Routes to School federal program.  

It’s our understanding that Congress will be considering the next transportation bill in 2014.  The most recent transportation bill, MAP-21, folded the Safe Routes to School program into a new program called Transportation Alternatives and cut funding by approximately 30%. When the transportation bill comes up again, I ask you to work to increase funding for Safe Routes to School and sustain the federal commitment to these critical safety projects.  

Do you think this is something you would be interested in supporting, based on what you’ve learned from us today?  

· [If the Member is noncommittal]  We definitely understand that you and your staff probably have to review our information further before coming to a decision.  Is there anything else we can provide that will help with your decision?  Who on your staff should we follow up with to see when you’ve reached a decision?

· [If the Member says yes]  That’s wonderful, we really appreciate it.  Who on your staff should we be in touch with as we have updates on the project or more information on the reauthorization?

· [If the Member says no]  We’re very sorry to hear that.  Is there any more information we could provide that could change your mind?  Who on your staff should we follow up with?

GROUP LEADER:  

Thank you again, Congressman/woman [name] for your time today.  We very much appreciate it, and will keep you and your staff posted on our progress.  

6.  Following Up After the Event or Meeting
      TOOL: sample Thank You Letter
You can use this sample letter to thank your Member of Congress for attending your event or meeting with you.  Fill in any bracketed areas with information specific to your project.  Try to keep the letter to one page, put it on your organization’s letterhead if possible, and send via fax, email or hand delivery within a week of the event. 
[Date]

The Honorable [Member’s First and Last Name]

U.S. House of Representatives

 [Mailing address (obtained through the CongressMerge website)]

Dear [Representative or Senator] [Member’s Last Name]:

On behalf of the coalition of organizations working on the Safe Routes to School project at [school name], we thank you for [attending our event / meeting with us] last week.  We know how very busy your schedule is, so we greatly appreciate that you were able to fit us in.

We hope that you found your time with us to be informative and interesting.  By making it safer for children to walk and bicycle to school, our entire community will benefit from reduced traffic congestion, better air quality, and healthier lifestyles for our children.  [If the Member attended an event, and you have any photos or news clippings to share, insert a sentence about that and enclose copies.]

We look forward to continuing to keep you and your staff up-to-date on our progress on our Safe Routes to School project.  And, I hope that you will remember the Safe Routes to School program when Congress takes up the next transportation reauthorization bill, and help push to sustain and strengthen the program.

Please let me know if you have any questions or I can be of assistance to you or your staff in the future.  I can be reached at [insert phone number and email address].

Thank you again for your time last week, and for your support of Safe Routes to School.

Sincerely,

[Your Name]

[Your Organization]

cc:  [list individuals and organizations who are mentioned in the letter as attending/participating in your event or meeting]
6.  Following Up After the Event or Meeting
      RESOURCE: Update the National partnership about your event
We have created a form on the Safe Routes to School National Partnership website where you can report in about your event or meeting.  It should only take a few minutes to fill out.  Please go to http://www.saferoutespartnership.org/national/engaging-congress-in-srts/update-srts-about-your-event to update us about your event or meeting, and the reaction of your Member of Congress.  We will also collect these stories and photos from the events and post them online, so that others can learn from your experiences when planning their own event or meeting.
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