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The Value of Establishing Ties with Your Congressional Delegation and their Staff
NASRA members are strongly encouraged to foster relationships with members of their congressional delegation and key staff in their Washington, DC offices. This is one of the principal reasons NASRA holds a winter administrators’ meeting in the nation’s capital each year. Establishing ties with your delegation will be critical this year in particular, with legislation/hearings to regulate public plans and state finances expected, IRS regulations pending on normal retirement age and new issues emerging on “pick-ups,” and SEC and GAO investigations into public plans underway. 
It is critical that NASRA members get the facts out regarding their pension system(s) and the public pension community at large, particularly to members in their Congressional delegation who serve on key committees or in the leadership.
Establishing ongoing contact with your delegation and their key staff will greatly increase their understanding of your plan and your ability to affect federal policies. If you do not have time to schedule a meeting with every office, dropping off summary information about your plan and public plans in general along with your business card can be extremely advantageous –then make a follow-up call when you are back home to ensure they received the information and answer any questions. 
Many of you are experienced at effective congressional relations.  For those who are not, or for those of you that have indicated you would appreciate having a checklist to prepare for Capitol Hill meetings, the following are some suggestions that may be helpful: 
· Visit Members in Their District, and their Washington-DC Based Staff While in the Nation’s Capital
The Importance of Visiting Members in their District. The best time to meet with members of your delegation is often when they are home during a District Work Period. This is usually when members are receptive to hearing from their constituencies and less distracted by the “business of the nation.” This is also a good time to thank them for help on past legislation or regulations, update them on the status of your plan, and answer any questions they may have.  You could also arrange a photo opportunity to go in your membership newsletter.
Cultivating a Relationship with Washington DC-Based Staff
While there are many opportunities to visit with members of Congress in their district, your time in Washington, DC allows you to meet directly with the legislative staff who make policy recommendations and who wield a great deal of influence with their bosses. Washington staff often does not get out to the district offices.  Thus, meeting with staff in Washington, DC is extremely important. The NASRA winter meeting allows you to meet with staff soon after a new Congressional session begins. 
Visiting Key Members of Your Delegation Later in the Year with NASRA and other Association Staff
If you cannot visit some or all of the key members of your delegation during the NASRA Winter Meeting, NASRA staff can work with you or your government relations staff later in the year to schedule meetings and accompany you to meet with them. This is a highly effective way to educate your delegation, as it allows them to get the benefit of both the local and national perspectives.
· Prepare a One-Pager or Primer
Be prepared for the Washington-based staff to know little about state government operations, particularly members and staff with no background in state or local government. Additionally, staff will usually know little about the state pension system or pensions in general. A “leave behind” packet of information on public pensions, including a brief primer or one-page handout on the basics of your plan, can be extremely helpful. Plan primers that break out information by county or district can be even more valuable. Compiling this information will better prepare you for your meeting and allow you to highlight key information for the legislator and their staff, including:
· The number of their constituents your system covers (active and retired)
· The dollars distributed by your system to each county or congressional district
· A member snapshot (classes of employees covered, average salary; average benefit, percent that stay in-state after retirement; etc.) 

· The system’s asset allocation (i.e. invested professionally and prudently, to weather market fluctuations) 
· The types of benefits offered through the plan (disability, life, health, deferred comp, etc.) that convey if it is more than just a pension plan
· The governance structure of the plan (illustrating the transparency, accounting standards, comprehensive and open regulation, and strong protections in place for participants and assets). 
· The financing of the pension trust (in very simple terms):

· small share of the overall state/local budget picture 
· not pay-as-you-go, but a trust employees and their employers contribute to during the employee’s career
· even after market downturn, still have sufficient assets to pay benefits for many years/decades
· asset values have already rebounded sharply since the market low, but changes to benefits and financing structures are being made/considered to rebuild reserves and ensure the trusts are on track for the very long term.  

Key Facts on public pension community at large are also helpful to leave behind at your meetings. We will have hard copies of recent fact sheets prepared by national public sector organizations that may be helpful.
· Consider Bringing your CAFR

With heightened focus on transparency, highlighting the high degree of disclosure required of your plan (including GAAP standards set by the Government Accounting Standards Board) may be very helpful. 
· Read Biographies of Your Delegation
Read the biographical sketch on your member’s web site (all members’ pages are listed on www.house.gov or www.senate.gov) to better understand the member’s priorities, what leadership positions they hold, on what committee and subcommittees they serve, as well as their seniority on those committees. It also is helpful to read recent local and national news articles about the members to learn the range of issues they are facing and their press releases to learn of their most recent activities.
Be sure to check your members’ biographies to determine if they have prior service at the state or local levels of government. NCSL reports that 263 members of the 112th Congress were formerly in the state legislature (http://www.ncsl.org/print/statefed/fsl112.pdf). Many others mmebers of Congress formerly served as local elected officials or in other public service.  Please feel free to ask NASRA staff if you would like further background information on members or their staff with whom you may be unfamiliar.  
· Learn Committee Assignments 
While thousands of pieces of federal legislation are introduced each session, all serious consideration of bills is conducted through committees. Members tend to concentrate on issues covered by the committees on which they serve and rely on colleagues or well-informed constituents (like you) or lobbyists (like association staff or firms representing pension plans) for other issues. 
The committees with jurisdiction over public pension plans are the House Ways and Means and Senate Finance Committees. A more focused discussion on the nuances of your state system and public plans is critical for members of your delegation who sit on those committees. 
Members sitting on the House Education and the Workforce Committee or the Senate Health Education Labor and Pensions (HELP) Committee have jurisdiction over ERISA and may have a better understanding of pension issues, but may need more knowledge regarding the governance of non-ERISA plans.
Expect members serving on the House Financial Services Committee or the Senate Committee on Banking, Housing and Urban Affairs to have an interest in system investments, particularly this year as financial market reforms are expected. The House and Senate Budget Committees have also indicated an increased interest in pensions this year, and a Congressional Budget Office report on public plans is reportedly in the works. The Senate Aging Committee has also indicated increased interest in the public plan arena. 
Members of your delegation who are not on these committees still need to learn of issues that impact your system, but may require a more fundamental education on the topics.
· Establish a Personal Connection with Staff
Ask the staff if they are from your state, where they attended college, if they have family members who have worked for the state or are a teacher, etc. It also is extremely important to learn (and relay to staff) if the member of Congress (or their spouse) was a participant in your plan and is/will be a beneficiary.
· Offer to be a Resource
It often is useful for members and staff to have a contact in the home state that understands complex issues, particularly retirement and investment policies. Leave your business card and let staff know that they can call on you with any questions.  

Also, refer them to NASRA’s Washington Office or other national pension organizations for information. This will help them understand that many organizations share your views and that public pension issues are important in every state and are supported by many key national organizations.
· Communicating Critical Information
· Key Messages. Much distortion and misinformation is circulating on public plans. It will be critical to develop clear, concise and compelling points or that the legislator/staffer can understand and remember after your meeting.  It also helpful to ensure any background information you leave behind reinforces your key messages. Some messages to consider in response to current legislation/hearings:
· Pensions are a small part of the state budget picture

· Trusts have assets on hand to pay benefits for decades –steps are being taken to ensure this continues in perpetuity

· Imposition of onerous and costly federal regulation does not save taxpayers money or result in better understanding, and only conflicts with existing efforts and standards at the state level

· We urge your opposition to HR 567/S 347
· Provide Facts, Data, Anecdotes and Analogies – And Make It Local.  You will be more memorable, understandable and credible if your messages are supported by data and create a visual image in the mind’s eye.  For example, provide a “back of the envelope” assessment of why your state’s pension system will not be exhausted when Nunes’ and Rauh’s literature claims. “We have over $__billion in assets in and take in roughly $__ billion in employee and employer contributions annually.  The interest on our investments alone is enough to cover __% of annual benefit payments. Last year, it was more than __ times the benefit payments. However, even if we were to bury our assets behind the State Capitol, earning nothing on our investments, our fund would not be exhausted for __ years.  That said, cash projections by those who legally and professionally responsible for analyzing the actual health of the fund (not just an academic exercise) have determined our fund will never be exhausted.”
· Ask Questions.  Don’t be reluctant to politely ask about their concerns, knowledge base, position, or thoughts. The more you know your audience, the better you can address any issues or strengthen your relationship.

· Be Prepared for the Tough Questions.  Carefully think through in advance the most difficult questions you may be asked – and prepare your responses.  If you receive an unanticipated question and don’t have the answer, it is perfectly acceptable to say you don’t currently have the information, but commit to follow-up with a response.
SCHEDULING TIPS
Below are some helpful steps to assist you and your scheduler in arranging visits with your Congressional delegation. If you do not have time to schedule a meeting with every office, drop off a primer or packet of information on your plan with your business card.   A “pop-in” to introduce yourself to the staff can also be extremely advantageous. 

· Call the Capitol Switchboard at (202) 225-3121 and ask to be connected to a specific Congress member's office (direct phone numbers can also be obtained from the Internet at www.house.gov or www.senate.gov).  

· If you plan to meet with staff (which is encouraged) and you do not know them by name, ask for the staff person responsible for pension tax issues.  (If you plan to meet with the member of Congress directly, ask for his/her scheduler). 

· Explain who you are and who you represent (Name, Title, System).

· Offer to send advance materials about the retirement system, such as your popular report or pension primer. (Note: ask for an e-mail address and/or fax number to which materials can be sent, as mail can be significantly delayed). 
· Capitol Security. Added security measures may increase the time needed to go between House and Senate office buildings. If you have meetings in the Capitol, you are required to show photo identification and check-in at the front security station. A map of the Capitol grounds and office locations is attached.  
· Follow-up. Take notes following your meeting to keep a log of the staff contacts and their interest in public pension issues. If possible, forward them to the NASRA Washington, DC office so we know who has heard from home and who may be helpful on issues in the future. (An office that has met with and/or has a relationship with their state pension system can be invaluable!) 
If you have any questions, would like additional information, or need any assistance, please do not hesitate to call the NASRA Washington Office at 202-624-1417, or email jeannine@nasra.org.
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