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Jennifer:  
Advocating for your library—with public support for libraries shrinking, it’s more critical than ever to have a political advocacy program in place. Peter Pearson will be presenting this Webinar. He has been the President of the Friends of the St. Paul Public Library for over 18 years, and lead consultant with Library Strategies. Peter is recognized as a national expert on advocacy, Friends and foundations, and fundraising for libraries. In 2005 Peter was elected to the American Library Association’s Advocacy Honor Roll. He chaired the Americans for Libraries Council and has served on the boards of [Inaudible 0:00:33.7] and Libraries for the Future. Also wanted to say that Peter will be happy to take questions throughout the Webinar, so if you have any just type them into the questions pane and I will make sure that he gets them. Thank you. I’m changing the presenter now to Peter and Lynn.

Peter Pearson:  
Good morning. I want to welcome all of you to our Webinar on library advocacy. As Jennifer mentioned, in addition to being a consultant with Library Strategies, I am the president of a library foundation and a Friends group for the St. Paul Public Library here in Minnesota. It’s a merged model of a library Friends and foundation. In that position, I’ve done library advocacy for the last 19 years as a part of our mission, and because of that it’s a topic about which I feel very passionate, in particular because of the great results that we’ve been able to get from advocacy efforts here in St. Paul. Besides advocacy, our organization also does extensive fundraising for the St. Paul Public Library. We conduct planned giving activities, major gift solicitations, corporate sponsorships, foundation grants, and then finally, the third piece of the mission of this organization is to do extensive cultural programming. We conduct probably about 70-80% of the library’s adult cultural programming. 

But with all three of those mission areas advocacy is probably the most important part of this organization’s mission, because it’s the area of our mission that has the greatest impact on our library’s ability to provide services to the residents of St. Paul. Before I start further into the Webinar, I would like to know a little bit about the audience that we have today, and so I’m going to ask Jennifer if she’ll take a poll of our participants. Jennifer?

Jennifer:  
All right. I’m about to launch a poll that’s going to ask for just a little bit of information about who’s in the audience. I’m going to launch it right now. If you can click on one of the answers so that I can get a sense of who’s out there, and I’ll give you all about ten seconds to—if you happen to be in the group that counts itself as other, if you want to type into the chat pane or the questions pane what’s your association’s with or what your interest is—just for the answer that would be great. Now, Peter, can you see that poll? 

Peter Pearson:
Yes we can.

Jennifer:
Okay. So what we’ve got right now is we’ve got 43% are library directors or other library administrators. We’ve got 14% other library staff, 11% development officers, and 25% are members of Friends or board members group, and then we’ve got 8% other. Let me see if anybody’s answered that “Other.” No, I’m not seeing—but that’s a pretty good representative sample of who’s in the audience.

Peter Pearson:
Okay. That’s great. So more than 50% of our audience are either library administrators or staff, so good to know.


Well, I don’t need to tell any of you who are involved in libraries that there’s a crisis in public funding for our libraries right now, and almost everybody that I speak to agrees that it’s only getting worse. What happens in these times with declining funding, of course, is there’s lots of blame to pass around. We can always look at the anti-tax sentiment that’s going on in the United States right now, and blame the lack of library funding on that, but I have to say that I think an equal amount of the blame comes back to all of us who aren’t doing everything that we possibly can to advocate for strong public funding for our libraries. I’m convinced that in order to survive in these times of economic turmoil, libraries are going to have to have an ongoing citizen-based advocacy program in place.


Now before we begin, I want to talk a little bit about the definition of advocacy, and what kind of advocacy we’re referring to today. If you look strictly at a dictionary definition of advocacy, it says it’s “active support of an idea or cause, especially the act of pleading or arguing for something.” Well I would hope that in our library advocacy, many of us wouldn’t have to do pleading or arguing, but clearly supporting an idea or cause is very important. But then, once we move from the definition, there are different types of advocacy that I want to make sure that we’re all aware of. 

First would be a citizen-driven awareness-building kind of advocacy, and there are two examples I want to give of that. I had the opportunity to work about 15 years ago with a woman who was a national leader in the library world, and she was not terribly comfortable with advocacy, and so for her, she talked about the most important kind of advocacy being the type of advocacy that might take place as you’re standing in line at the grocery store—talking to people on either side of you about how important the library is in the community. Now clearly that’s a type of advocacy because you’re raising awareness and it’s citizen-driven, but I would argue that that’s probably one of the least important forms of advocacy. 

I saw another form of citizen-driven awareness building in the Georgia library when I was doing a workshop there a few years ago. In that particular public library, they had signs in the public bathrooms which said, “Federal Express delivers 5.3 million items every day. Libraries circulate 5.4 million items a day.” A second sign reported, “Sporting events in the United States attract 200 million people per year. Libraries attract 1.1 billion people per year.” So I guess we could call that bathroom advocacy to go along with the grocery store advocacy. 

And recently, the past president of the American Library Association—Camilla [Inaudible 0:06:29.0] initiated a program during her presidential year last year called Frontline advocacy, and Frontline advocacy was a way in which library staff could be involved in advocacy in talking to patrons coming into the library, and making patrons aware of the many services that libraries offer, and taking advantage of that interaction that all library staff have with patrons, so two different forms of advocacy then: the citizen-driven and the Frontline advocacy. 

The advocacy that we’re going to be talking about today, and that this Webinar is focused on, is legislative advocacy, and legislative advocacy is also referred to as lobbying. It involves talking to your elected officials about the library’s budget and asking for the strongest possible support for public funding. There are three levels of national—of legislative advocacy. First would be the national level, and I think most of you are familiar with ALA providing a national legislative day, usually in May, in Washington DC when states send delegations of individuals to meet with their elected officials in Washington. It’s a very important day that all library lobbyists should be a part of.

A second level of legislative advocacy would be at the state level, and most state library associations that I know of host typically at least one day a year when they ask library advocates to show up at the state capital and talk to each of the elected officials from around the state about the state level library funding. 

But the last level of legislative advocacy is the local level, and I think this is probably the most important one for library staff, volunteers, trustees, and Friends to be a part of, because this is where the greatest percentage of your library funding comes from in most states, and yet this seems to be a type of advocacy that so few libraries really engage in. Sometimes, I believe we avoid legislative advocacy because we know that everybody loves libraries, and therefore I think we make this assumption that elected officials also love libraries. I too love libraries, of course, and I know that all of our elected officials in St. Paul love libraries—they talk about them all of the time-but never would I assume that they’re going to remember libraries during the budgeting process unless I and other advocates are there all year long to remind them. 

There are three major myths that I’d like to dispel about lobbying. First is that lobbying or advocacy should be done only by professional lobbyists. My response to that is in Washington DC, it can be terribly complicated to be a lobbyist: the number of individuals that you need to deal with, the number of committees that are involved, it’s a process that can be quite daunting, but at the local level, it’s a fairly simple process. We have far fewer elected officials that we need to deal with, and it’s a much more transparent process. Here in St. Paul when we do local advocacy, we have a mayor and seven city council members that we have to advocate to, so the simple math here says if we can get four of our city council members to agree to a legislative platform, we’re—we have it made.

The second myth that I’d like to dispel is that grassroots citizen-based lobby efforts really aren’t effective, and I’m not going to say more about that right now, but a little bit later on in the Webinar, I want to tell you a story about the effects of grassroots lobbying here in St. Paul, and I think when you hear that case you’ll certainly realize that this is a very untrue myth about lobbying.

And the final myth that is very important to dispel is the myth that nonprofit organizations such as library Friends groups, which are 501(c)3 nonprofits, are not allowed to lobby—lobbying is illegal. I hear that so many times, and what’s most distressing is I often hear it from an attorney who sits on the Board of Directors of a library Friends group. But again, that’s so wrong.

Let’s take a look at the legality of lobbying for nonprofits. It’s first important for you to know that the IRS has actually developed guidelines to help nonprofits understand how they can lobby legally. Now there are a few areas that you must pay attention to in your lobbying activities. Those points of caution are this: first, a nonprofit organization - a Friends group, a 501(c)03 - can’t support a candidate. You cannot give a candidate endorsement. You may know full well that an individual is a huge library supporter. You may know that that individual maybe has relatives who are librarians, and that would be a great candidate hopefully for you to elect at the local level, but if your nonprofit organization goes out and supports and endorses that candidate, you definitely will lose your 501(c)3 nonprofit status. Now, but what you are allowed to do in this arena is you’re allowed to conduct candidate forums where you’d invite several candidates running for the same office into the library and have them field questions. You’re also allowed to prepare a report card on a candidate’s voting record on a variety of issues. Those areas will not endanger your tax-exempt status. 

A second area of caution comes with expenditures. A nonprofit organization is limited to the amount of money that it can spend on lobbying activities, and the IRS has actually set up two different ways in which you can check on your legality here. The first is [Inaudible 0:12:14.8] called the substantial part test, and in the substantial part test, you simply have to show that you have not spent a substantial portion of your budget on lobbying activities. Now, as you can imagine, that’s a fairly loose definition and could be interpreted in a variety of ways, and because of that many nonprofits are more comfortable with the second way in which you can show that you are legally lobbying, and that is what’s called the expenditure test, and it actually involves filing an IRS form #5768 which actually tracks specific amounts of money that you spend on lobbying. What you need to know is that an organization can’t spend more than 20% of its organizational budget on lobbying. Now remember we’re talking about a nonprofit Friends or foundation, we’re not talking about the library’s budget in this case.

There’s a second distinction in that 20% spending figure, and that is that there are two different types of lobbying activities that are recognized by the IRS. The first is direct lobbying, and the second is grassroots lobbying, so the second requirement is, in addition to not spending more than 20% of your budget on lobbying, you can’t spend more than 25% of your budget—of your—20%, excuse me, on what’s called grassroots lobbying, which is reaching out to people in the community and educating them and encouraging them to take action with their elected officials. The other form of lobbying—direct lobbying—can take up to 75% of your total lobbying expenditures. Now I think the important thing to remember of course with lobbying is that most lobbying activities are volunteer efforts, so they’ve got a very low cost. For instance my organization, Friends of the St. Paul Public Library, has an annual budget of approximately $1.5 million. The IRS says we can spend up to $300,000 each year on lobbying. The reality? Our organization spends about $3000 a year on lobbying, and we get amazing results. You also need to know that the cost of sending out electronic messaging is considered to be nil—there’s no cost assigned to that, so there’s a lot of information that can be shared with individuals in your community that’s not going to cost anything. 

Now the final thing to understand is even if you do exceed 20% of your budget within a given year, you don’t lose your tax-exempt status. You simply get taxed on the amount that’s spent over 20%, and the tax rate that’s used is 25% tax rate. A quick example of this would be if you have a Friends group that has a $10,000 a year budget, according to the IRS, they can spend $2000 per year—20%—on lobbying. And of that $2000, $500 can be spent on grassroots lobbying, and $1500 of it can be spent on direct lobbying. Let’s say in a year that group spends $3000 instead of $2000—they would get taxed on the $1000 over the $2000 limit at a 25% rate, or $250 in taxes. It may end up being a very worthwhile expenditure for some libraries in certain years in which a very strong advocacy push is needed, so it’s a decision that can be made each year. 

The alternative for libraries to consider is the creation of a PAC—a Political Action Committee. And political action committees can spend unlimited amounts on lobbying; they can spend 100% of their budget on lobbying activities. The problem with a PAC of course is a contribution to a PAC is not tax deductible as is a contribution to a library Friends group.

Let’s talk a little bit about who your advocates and lobbyists can be. We’ve got some logical insiders who should be advocates for the library. The first—first I’d like to say that one group you’re not going to see here on this particular PowerPoint slide is library directors and staff. With legislative advocacy, library directors and staff are the least effective lobbyists, and I think it’s fairly obvious why: the elected officials would expect people from the library staff to ask for an increase in their budget, just as they would expect the police and fire departments to do the same, so these individuals typically aren’t going to be the ones that you want to be the message carrier in an advocacy campaign, but the library trustees—the library trustees typically represent the community—these are citizens, not librarians, and they oftentimes represent the diversity of a community as they were appointed by the elected officials. Since they’re not paid by the library, their advocacy would be listened to more closely by the elected officials. Now I’ve often found that library trustees can be reluctant to be vocal advocates. The reason why I typically find is that a library trustee is oftentimes appointed by an elected official who may have won their office by a promise of no increased taxes. When that’s the case for the library trustee, that puts him or her in a fairly tenuous position in terms of advocating for an increased library budget, so there may be times when library trustees may not wish to be vocal advocates for you. 

Friends of library, however, that’s the group who are very, very logical advocates for you, and yet I see so few Friends groups that actually take this as one of the key areas of their mission. My opinion is that advocacy—lobbying at the local level—should be the primary activity of any library Friends group. I hear many times from library directors that they talk to their Friends groups about becoming advocates and lobbyists, and the Friends just aren’t comfortable. I would say to those of you that have that type of a Friends group that you’re probably not going to change that attitude, and you might be better served by creating a separate group of individuals from the community—again, volunteers, citizens, and create them as the advocates for your library system—a whole separate group. I’ve seen too many library directors beating their head against a wall, trying to get Friends to do things that they’re just not comfortable with, and my sense is, you move on and create another group that will do the work for you.

Library foundation—if you have a library foundation in place, as well as a Friends group, this again is a citizen group so they make excellent lobbyists. The other thing about library foundation board members is they tend to be influential citizens in the community, and influential citizens make the best spokespersons to our elected official. The other thing about a library foundation which makes it a very logical place to have an advocacy effort take place is that library foundations tend to have reserve funds available, and these reserve funds can then be used as matching funds to put forth in a lobbying effort. Here in St. Paul we frequently ask the elected officials to increase the library’s materials budget, and we tell the elected officials that if they increase the city funding for the materials budget by a certain amount, that we the library foundation here will also match that dollar amount. That’s a lobbying platform that’s very, very difficult to turn down. 

And then finally, other library patrons who love and use the libraries should be recruited to join an ongoing advocacy committee. They may not be members of the library Friends or the library foundation, but we would gladly welcome other citizens who are interested in this activity to join a standing committee.

Jennifer:   
Peter, can I jump in for a second with a question? Relating to what is allowed and what is not allowable, we had a question wondering—we know that we can’t endorse candidates—can advocacy groups endorse bond issues or tax initiatives?

Peter Pearson:  
Absolutely, as long as there’s not a specific candidate attached to it or who you’re asking people to elect who you think would be supportive of that effort, but, it’s absolutely appropriate and legal for you to go out and support a bond measure or a referendum-type activity, as long as your expenditures again are within that 20%.

Jennifer:     
Excellent. Thank you so much.

Peter Pearson:
Sure. I always feel that we’re more effective as advocates when we can go beyond the tried-and-true members of the library community. We all expect the library Friends and the library foundation and trustees to be advocates, but if we can create an advocacy coalition in our community, we’re always going to have a stronger message. That lets the elected officials know that supportive libraries isn’t just from the insiders, but it truly is community-wide. Think about some of the people that could be added to an advocacy effort, an advocacy committee: adult literacy providers; certainly they are individuals who use libraries for places for tutoring and also of course use the materials in libraries for new adult readers. Book clubs; another logical group to join us, heavy library users—many times book clubs actually meet in our libraries. Day care and early childhood providers clearly are coming to our libraries for story times and resources; and senior citizen advocacy groups are huge users of libraries for the free materials and of course, this is a growing sector in all of our communities. Home school families: the public library is their school library; these are individuals who absolutely rely on us, and job placement centers: there’s strong partnerships now with libraries possible because public libraries have more of a focus on employment needs of their patrons, so this is an area that we should truly try to cultivate. So having this type of representation on the standing advocacy committee sends a very strong message about how much the entire community relies on our libraries and how important a resource they are. 

When we conduct our advocacy activities, there are a few basic keys to being effective. First is, and I mentioned this before, that volunteers make far better advocates than library staff—and again, that’s very obvious why the elected officials won’t listen to the library director as much as they will to a bank president. It’s always great to involve former elected officials as one of your volunteers—in particular if the former elected official is one who’s been extremely popular in the community. Our current board chair of our organization is a past mayor of St. Paul, probably an individual who was the most popular mayor in our city’s history, so having him walk in to testify to the current city council and mayor makes a very strong statement that they do listen to.

Another key to effective lobbying is to know that the citizen lobbying effort must be done with the approval and guidance of a library director. So many times, I’ve heard citizen lobbyists referred to as “loose cannons,” and it’s something that can happen, but if we get a group of citizens together to lobby for certain library funding, and they don’t have the oversight of the library director, it’s very possible for this group to be out advocating for funding, for initiatives, that really aren’t library priorities, so the library director has got to be fully involved, at least in the formulation of what’s to be lobbied for. Then of course, he or she needs to step to the background when the actual speaking to the elected officials takes place. 

Another key I believe in having an effective advocacy effort is there has to be an ongoing advocacy committee in your library. Now again, I have mentioned that a great place for this would be within your Friends group or within a library foundation, but recognizing that this is a legitimate activity of these support organizations, that it’s a critical activity and it’s one that deserves to have its own ongoing committee, is a very important piece of moving forward and developing good strong advocacy efforts. Jennifer, I’d like to ask if you could poll our participants today to see how many of them have an ongoing, standing advocacy committee.

Jennifer:
Absolutely, I’m just about to launch a poll that will ask you to select Yes or No if your library has an advocacy committee—give everybody a few seconds to answer. Okay, I think that we’ve got most everybody—it looks like a fairly—the split is 10% Yes and 90% No.

Peter Pearson:
Okay. That would be typical of most of the groups that I speak to, and if you take anything out of today’s Webinar, I would certainly hope that this would be one of the things that you would go back home to really focus on is—this is a critical thing to set up that advocacy committee and make it official in your library.


Another key to effective lobbying—effective advocacy—is we have to look at this as a year-round activity, and again, that’s one of the reasons that I believe that a standing committee is so appropriate for this. I’ve seen so many advocacy efforts that I would call eleventh-hour efforts—the city or county’s budget is just about finalized, and we’ve all heard that there is going to be a terrible cut to the library’s budget. The elected officials need to finalize their budget deliberations within the next few weeks, and all of a sudden the library advocates get riled up, they show up, and they try to make a change. You will almost never be effective as eleventh-hour advocates. The budget process is way too far moved forward in the process of finalizing it for you to be effective in shaping what happens. That eleventh hour just is not an appropriate approach. Instead, our lobbing effort begins in January by beginning to develop our messages, and then we inform the elected officials of that mid-year, and work with them and have media coverage of it so that by the time we get to November and December when the library’s budget is finalized, we’ve actually been working with the elected officials, raising awareness about what it is we hope they’ll include in the budget for at least ten months—a far better approach than that last minute. 


Another factor you need to consider in developing effective advocacy effort is that it’s a long-term process. You might be very happy doing a one-year process with advocacy where you get the results you need, but unless you’re committed and willing to keep this going, the elected officials will lose track of the fact that there is a lobbying effort for libraries. If you make this a year after year activity, first of all, you’re going to be developing trusting relationships with the elected officials. Those volunteers who speak on behalf of the library will be meeting with the elected officials every year, and that develops into a very trusting relationship, and the other fact of course is that the elected officials have a fairly short attention span since they need to cover so many issues, and your presence every year is critical. 


Continuing on with some additional keys to effective advocacy, the advocacy committee and the library director need to agree on funding initiatives for a lobbying platform. It’s very important that this be put into writing, that it be very specific with the dollar amounts and the rationale for why this is needed. I’ve seen way too many advocates that approach our elected officials with a very simple message, such as, “Please increase library funding.” Elected officials can’t respond to that type of request, they need to have a very specific dollar amount that’s needed, they need to have a rationale from the people who are requesting it, and all of that can be put into writing and presented to our elected officials. 


Private matching funds are also a great way to enhance a platform. We talked about this where we looked at the library foundation being a very appropriate route to get involved in advocacy. One of the things I hear from smaller libraries is that it’s very difficult to come up with matching funds from a small library support organization—a small Friends group. One of the things that I’d encourage you to do if you’re from a small library that has a Friends group that raises small amounts of money is take a look at what the Friends raised on a book sale, or some sort of event-fundraising. It might be $1000 a year, it might be $2000 a year, but there’s no reason why even small amounts of money like that can’t be used to leverage additional money from the city. The Friends can say to the elected officials, “We have $1000 that we’d like to put on the table which will be added to the library’s materials budget if the city can increase this by $5000.” Again, it’s one of those lobbying techniques that our elected officials have said to us, “It’s almost impossible to turn down matching funds.” 


Another key of course is we need to set up appointments with our elected officials and present the platform that we’ve developed through our advocacy committee. The most important way for this to happen is to have a constituent be the person who makes the call and sets up the appointment. If an individual’s identified as a constituent of one of your elected officials, he or she will have a very hard time turning down an appointment with that individual. We’ve never had one of our elected officials turn down an appointment with one of their constituents about talking about the library’s budget, and our city council members here in St. Paul are part-time, so many of them have other full-time jobs outside of this, but they still will make a point to meet with constituents. In addition, when we set up lobbying appointments with our elected officials, we want to make sure that there’s one person who goes to every single appointment; I think the reason is obvious—we want to make sure that there’s a consistent message across every appointment, and we don’t want to rely on individuals who are meeting with different city council members carrying that sense of continuity—we want to have one person who can assure that.


Use of the media can be helpful in a lobbying effort. Much of our media is not used to the idea of library supporters being lobbyists, and I think just the unique nature of that story is something that media can often pick up on. One of the things that I hear from people in major metropolitan areas is that it’s very difficult to get the daily newspapers to run stories on library advocacy, to which I would say in the major metropolitan areas, the neighborhood newspapers—the weeklies and even monthly publications—are extremely important to the elected officials because they turn to those neighborhood newspapers as a source of ongoing information about their district. 

And finally, a key to effective lobbying—we need to follow the legal guidelines, which of course we’ve covered, that the IRS has set up to allow you to do legal lobbying. Now I need to say to you that my passion for library advocacy isn’t simply theoretical—it does come from 19 years of successful citizen advocacy for the St. Paul Public Library. Our organization spends way more time on fundraising and programming than we do on advocacy, but our board and our library director would always tell you that advocacy is the most important part of our mission. The results here in St. Paul have been nothing short of amazing, and I’d like to share a story of library lobbying success with you. 

The Friends of the St. Paul Public Library is actually 65 years old, but we only had staff dating back to 1991; I was the first staff person hired for this organization. At the time I was hired, the organization already had an endowment fund of $4 million. Now most people would say that’s probably the most amazing gift that a Friends group could give to a library is to have a $4 million endowment from which it makes grants every year to provide special programs and services to the library, but in the case of St. Paul, it wasn’t enough. What was happening back in the late 1980s here in St. Paul was similar to what’s happening in many of your libraries today—and that is, we were losing public funding for the library every year. Eventually, the library staff turned to the Friends that oversaw the endowment and said, “The grants that you make from the endowment aren’t as important anymore because we’re now losing so much public funding that the special programs and projects really aren’t as important as our basic, ongoing budget support.” 

They asked the Friends group to consider hiring staff with some of that money, and for the staff then to take on a two-fold mission of doing additional fundraising but also doing expanded advocacy for the library in the city, so as I was hired in 1991 for this position, it was very clear to me that we immediately had to set up a citizen advocacy committee. One of the board members from this organization was a strong political activist; we asked her to chair our first ever advocacy committee, and then we approached the library supervisors in all of our branch libraries—in St. Paul we have a central library and 12 branch libraries, and our library supervisors, as most library staff are, know their community quite well, and so we asked them to identify individuals from their branch who were great supporters and users of the library, but also individuals who were interested and active in the political process. It was very easy for our library supervisors to come up with a list that they forwarded to us. We ended up with 25 individuals from around the city who constituted that first ever library advocacy committee for the St. Paul Public Library. 

We convened the group in the middle of the year—it was summer before we actually had the group convened—and in St. Paul, the mayor’s budget is already finalized by summer, so we missed an opportunity to get our message to the mayor. The mayor, as in previous years, had proposed another cut to the library’s budget—another $100,000 was to be cut based on the mayor’s budget. In St. Paul, the mayor’s budget then goes to the city council, and the city council has five to six months in which they can act on the mayor’s proposed budget before the final budget is approved in mid-December, so we knew that we had our work cut out for us as an advocacy committee, and we had to get to the city council members to see if we could get them to override the mayor’s recommendation of a cut. We met with each individual city council member, again, using the tried-and-true technique of asking one of their constituents to have the appointment set up. None of the elected officials turned us down; I attended each of those visits with the constituent, and we sent our message of why the $100,000 cut to the library was going to be so detrimental to all of our neighborhoods. 

We then developed a press release about what it is we were lobbying for and submitted it to our local media, and back in 1991, library advocacy was extremely rare, and we had the good fortune of having a half page, front page article about our advocacy run in the daily newspaper. In addition, all of the neighborhood newspapers picked up the story. 

Throughout the fall, we had members of our advocacy committee attend budget hearings. Whenever the library’s budget was to be discussed, our members were present, we sat together, and had buttons developed for each of the individuals that said “Library Advocate,” so the elected officials knew that there was a strong group of library supporters in the audience at every time the library’s budget was being discussed. Then, in St Paul we have one final opportunity to impact the budget. It’s what’s called public testimony, and in public testimony, people are allowed to show up in the evening and speak to all of the elected officials about any area of the city’s budget that they feel is important. We asked all the members of our advocacy committee to show up at public testimony. That particular year, 25 members of the library advocacy committee were present, and only five other individuals were present for all other issues in the city of St. Paul. We had a huge presence there. We began giving our two-minute testimonies—each individual was allowed to do that, and by the time the tenth person had spoken on behalf of libraries, the city council said, “We feel like we need to open up testimony to anybody else who has an issue that they’d like to discuss with us.” A woman raised her hand, asked to be recognized, and said that she wanted to speak in favor of parks, so she got up and gave her two-minute testimony, and at the end of her two-minute testimony, she looked directly at the city council members and she said, “I’m here today to talk about the parks, but had I known that the library was going to be here testifying, I certainly would have been talking about the importance of libraries instead of the parks,” and she sat down, and I think the city council at that point threw their hands up in the air and said, “Okay. We realize libraries are probably the most important thing in this city.” 

And as a result of all that had happened during that year, city council overturned the mayor’s $100,000 cut to the budget. Needless to say, the advocacy committee was energized. We were just thrilled that we had had such success with just our citizen advocacy efforts from volunteers. So, charged as we were, we began our work again in January. Year two—we went through our exact same process, although this time, we had our message developed early enough that we were able to give it to the mayor and ask that he put this into the mayor’s budget. We were disappointed when the mayor didn’t include increases in the library funding in his budget, so we followed the exact same procedures we followed the previous year: we met with the council members, we provided for media attention, we attended budget hearings, and we attended public testimony, and once again, we ended the year with all the initiatives for which we had put before the elected officials were incorporated into the library’s budget at the end of the year. 

We did that a third year, then in year four, something quite interesting happened. Again, we went to the mayor first, and at this point, the mayor had realized that whatever he puts in his budget, the city council was going to follow the library advocacy plan, and he felt that the city council members were getting a great deal of recognition and notoriety for being library supporters. So in year four, the mayor decided he was going to trump the city council, and he put our advocacy request into his budget. That particular year, we were requesting that the city add one additional evening of service at all branch libraries. The mayor put it into his budget, we then went to the city council, did the same process we had done before, and encouraged the city council to support the mayor’s budget. Well, we were quite amazed by the end of Fall when the city council had done its deliberations, not only did they support the mayor’s budget, but of course they increased funding so that two additional evenings of service were added at all branch libraries. In other words, we now have the mayor and the city council vying with each other to see who can be the best library advocate. It was quite an amazing spot to be in after only four years. The bad news is of course, the mayor then realized that whatever he would put in his budget, he’d probably by overtrumped by the city council, so from then on the city council did become our friends; we have done an advocacy platform with the same process every single year. We’ve had money added to the library’s budget every year through 2009, while other departments within the city have had cuts or flat budgets.


The other thing that was a result of a strong lobbying effort was that in early 2003, the city council began to look at the possibility of creating a more permanent way to fund libraries. In St. Paul, library funding has always been a part of the general fund, and the elected officials decided in 2004 that they would remove library funding from the general fund and create a separate, dedicated, library levy for the city of St. Paul, which has been in effect now for six years. Well, when you look back on the lobbying efforts that we did here at St. Paul, it’s really no surprise that we were effective, because we really did follow many of the tenets of effective lobbying. We developed a standing committee for advocacy; we had our library director be a part of our advocacy committee so that she could feed us information, but at the same time, she disappeared when we presented the information to the elected officials; we had influential spokespersons as part of our advocacy committee, including former elected officials; we made advocacy a year-long effort; we never went away—every year, every year, 19 years in a row, we’ve been in front of our city council; and finally, that we used matching funds whenever we could, so that the effort was something that the elected officials couldn’t turn down.


When you look at the cumulative results of lobbying here, with citizens in St. Paul, one of the things I think is important to look at is how lobbying compares to fundraising. As I mentioned earlier, we spend way more time in this organization doing fundraising than we do lobbying. If I do fundraising and raise a $10,000 grant from a local foundation or corporation, I have to go through the same fundraising exercise every year. There’s no assurance that that fundraising will come back to the organization in years two, three, or four. However in advocacy, we’re asking for money to be added to the library’s budget, and once that becomes part of the library’s base budget, it becomes in a sense, a recurring grant to the library. Someone has to physically remove it from the library’s base budget in order for it not to recur. Because of that, monies that we lobbied for in 1992 are still in the library’s budget today. That first $100,000 that we lobbied for has been a recurring $100,000 grant to our library for 19 years. When you add up the cumulative impact of this, St. Paul volunteer lobbying efforts have yielded over $24 million in library funding in 18 years. And the interesting thing about the result also is, the typical advocate in St. Paul spends between 10 and 15 hours per year on advocacy efforts with those results. Our advocacy volunteers tell me there’s no way they’d ever volunteer for a book sale.


So what can you do to create your own advocacy program in your community? First, I’d encourage you to look at the sources of your local, public funding. You need to identify where the funding comes for your library. You then need to look at who makes those funding decisions for those funds, and they need to be the target of your advocacy efforts. In most communities it’s possible to find a champion among your local elected officials. There’s usually one who—libraries have become a very important part of their concerns for the community. Here in St. Paul, one of our city council members told us early on in the ‘90s that his mother had prompted him to increase funding for libraries in her neighborhood, so we knew we had an immediate champion there in someone who wanted libraries to be successful and well-funded because his mother was encouraging it.


You need to create an ongoing advocacy committee within your Friends group, and again I reiterate, if your Friends are reluctant, if they say lobbying is something they’re not comfortable with, then you need to make a new group of volunteers who are your advocates. You need to look at what the key budget dates are for your budget calendar. You need to know when the elected officials will be releasing a preliminary budget, when they are doing work on the budget, and when the final budget is to be approved, and plan your calendar accordingly so that you start your efforts well in advance of that. You need to come up with your lobbying platform—it needs to be specific, and you need to give rationale for why that money is needed in your community. You need to communicate that to your local officials through appointments, and attempt to get media coverage for your platform. If public testimony is available, that’s clearly an area that you want to be at; if there are budget hearings, you want to have a physical presence there also. 

It’s not a difficult thing to develop your own advocacy program. I always say to people, this is not rocket science, but some of the tried-and-true techniques of lobbying can work incredibly effectively, and these are things that are done with lots of other efforts, and we in the library world have been kind of slow to react to this and to jump in to this ourselves, so I’d like to close by just saying that there’s never been a more important time to begin a local advocacy effort. I can’t guarantee that you’re going to have results like we’ve had in St. Paul, but I can assure you that without an advocacy program, your funding in these turbulent times will certainly decrease. 

Thank you so much for being a part of the Webinar, and I’d be happy to answer any questions you might have now. 

Jennifer: 
I’ll give people a few moments to type in questions into the question pane—I thank you so much Peter—this was just really, really exciting information. I really liked the strategy of asking branch managers to identify possible members of advocacy committees—what a great idea that was. 

Let me see if we’ve got any questions coming in. So far, it’s a little quiet—anybody out there with a question? 

Do you have any other ideas and suggestions about how people might identify people who would be possible library advocates from branches, or getting people involved in Friends communities—it seems like—I hear often that people seem to want to wait for Friends to come to them; any ideas about outreach to bring in more friends?

Peter Pearson:
Um—you know, one of the things that could be considered, of course—most communities have a variety of ways in which people become involved politically, you know, from caucuses and that sort of thing, and you could easily attend those kinds of political gatherings that are not necessarily for libraries, but for all issues, and then try to find people within those groups who, you know, you either know because you see them at the library frequently, or see them as, you know, outspoken supporters of libraries. You know then that they are a natural political kind of individual, and that could be a great way to start recruiting folks. I also think if you’re looking at a community where an advocacy committee has not been in place, that getting a former elected official to lead the charge is really an excellent strategy. The former elected officials really know who in the community would be a good person to have on an advocacy committee, and I think if you’re afraid that if you don’t have those individuals, those folks can clearly be people that can champion your cause. 

Jennifer:
Excellent. And can you speak to on this final Power—on your final slide I see that’s your email address on top, and what are the other two? 

Peter Pearson:
Mm-hmm. Besides my email address where you can certainly feel free to send questions, I also wanted to refer people to the office of library advocacy within the American Library Association. I think it’s quite significant that the American Library Association within the last three years has created a special office on library advocacy. They believe that it’s so important to develop an advocacy program at the local level that they’ve put all kinds of resources together—there are online toolkits available through this website, and also a woman by the name of Marcy Marolla [ph 0:49:46.8] is the director of the ALA Office of Library Advocacy. Marcy is extremely helpful, and she’d be happy to take calls from any of you who are interested. I’ll also let you that at each of the ALA conferences, both the mid-winter and the summer conference, Marcy Marolla’s Office of Library Advocacy puts on a library training program that’s typically offered as a pre-conference—very inexpensive—they usually only charge $15 or $25, just enough to cover the cost of the room and some food, and I’m a part of the training group that takes part in those trainings at every ALA conference, so you can—please look for those at future conferences if you are attending.


And then finally, the article that I quoted extensively about the legality of lobbying is from an article called ”The Legal Limits on Lobbying” by David J. Guy. This ran initially in the Friends of California Library’s newsletter. David Guy is an attorney and also was the president of the California Friends of Libraries, so he’s a very credible source of information on lobbying, and I’d encourage you to take a look at that article—it’s much more in depth than the overview that I gave.

Jennifer:
We’ve got a couple more questions for you here. Wondering—someone asking—how many would be I guess an appropriate number probably for a Friends committee or an advocacy committee for a small town?

Peter Pearson:
Mm-hmm. I would look at the number of elected officials you have; you want to make sure you have at least one individual on your standing committee who is a resident of that particular elected official’s ward or district, so let’s say you have three, four, or five elected officials that represent different wards or districts in your community—you’d want to be sure to have a minimum of five individuals who each represent that. I’d say that even in our smallest communities, it’s possible to pull together an advocacy committee of ten people pretty easily—two people from each of those elected officials’ districts. 

Jennifer:
Excellent. Got another question—why do you believe that matching public funds with private dollars is a good idea for regular library operations? 

Peter Pearson:
Umm—and when I say—and I’m going to change the question if I could—I wouldn’t say it’s good for basic library operations. One of the things that we have agreed to with our funding is that we will not put private funding into providing hours of basic service in our libraries. The only time that we offer private matching funds is for the collection budget—we believe that that’s the most appropriate place for some of our private dollars to go, and that we expect the city to provide the basic operations of libraries through hours and staffing. The reason I think that it’s so critical is directly from conversations that I’ve had with our elected officials. They have said to me, in no uncertain terms, that their constituents would be upset with them if they were to turn down private matching funds to leverage public dollars. Those are their exact words, and we’ve found that to be the case every time we offer private funding—it’s something that the elected officials have commented on and said, “You are the only ones in this community that come to the table with your own money. Everybody else comes begging—the Friends of the St. Paul Public Library come to the table requesting, and they have their own funds to put on the table too,” so lots of feedback that we’ve gotten from our elected officials that say this is one of the most important strategies to use.

Jennifer:
Uh—just a few more questions before we close. Got a question—do you have any suggestions for I guess screening members of your advocacy committee to avoid loose cannons?

Peter Pearson:
Well, that is an issue, and we’ve ended up occasionally with a couple of loose cannons on our committee also. It’s very difficult in a volunteer activity—when someone is volunteering—unless people know that individual has a reputation for being a loose cannon—sometimes someone ends up on your committee and it will happen, so the only control we have over that, of course, is to have the library director present for all of the discussions so that the library director in a sense is kind of keeping that loose cannon in place, and then me going with on all of the appointments makes sure that that individual’s not going to be able to go out on a limb and say things that aren’t part of the committee’s actual platform, but it clearly is a problem and there are ways that you can just kind of keep those folks in check.

Jennifer:
Okay. I’ve got two more questions and then we’re going to close—we’re getting close to 11:00. We’ve got someone here who said in an experience where they were advocating—doing advocacy—that it ended up threatening some people’s jobs I guess probably within the city limits in a small town, and were wondering about protecting advocates from political revenge?

Peter Pearson:
I guess I need a little more information on that. When they said that someone’s jobs were at stake, I’m not sure how that could be the case. If you were lobbying for additional funding, my sense is that you were advocating for jobs, I mean in many cases, so the question isn’t very clear to me—I’m sorry.

Jennifer:
Yeah, maybe if they wanted to reply—if they wanted to provide a little bit more information we can follow up. 

And let me just—let me ask with this about how—asking about how do you get media coverage?

Peter Pearson:
Well, one of the best ways to get media coverage is to include people from the media on either the Board of Directors of the Friends or on the advocacy committee itself. I always say that one of the best board members for a Friends group or a library foundation is the publisher of the newspaper in town. Those individuals don’t typically bring money to a board, but they clearly can bring influence, and once they get involved in the organization, they become advocates and the editorial pages can oftentimes reflect that.

Jennifer:
Excellent. Uh, well, Peter, it is exactly 11:00, so I’m going to bring our Webinar to an end. I want to thank you so much for an excellent presentation. Thank you Lynn and Kyle also for being available. I am going to direct your attention to a closing slide that’s got some information about how we are going to be—you will be receiving an email in the next couple of days to give you the link to the recording, a statement of your CE credit—we can also post the presentation as well. 

Peter, again, thank you for your time. For those of you, you’re welcome to just hit “File” and “Exit” to leave. We do have a short survey—we’d love for you to answer it. Thank you for attending this Webinar.

Peter Pearson:
Thank you.    
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