Voters First Party:
Activist Toolkit

Voters First Party Toolkit Public Citizen Action@citizen.org



Introduction

Every four years, corporations and other major dogose millions to sponsor the national party
conventions, and in return they gain privilegedeascdo our elected officials. During the
conventions, corporations and lobbyists throw layiarties for our elected officials, making sure
that big money’s interests are heard loud and clear

Let’s face it. Elected officials are supposed foresenus We should be the ones interacting
with our representatives in Denver and the TwineSjtour voices are the ones they should hear
loud and clear.

Don't let big money shut you out. Throw a VoterssEParty to let Congress know that voters
should come before big money!

We hope that this toolkit will make it easy for ymplan and host a really fun, successful party.
If you have any questions, don’t hesitate to emgiataction@citizen.orgThanks for taking the
time to join the Voters First effort!
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Step 1: Get Informed

Use this guide to educate yourself, your group, @aaple in your personal network about the
role of big money at the conventions, so that wheople ask, you'll be able to articulate your
position in a compelling way. It's also a good idea@ducate your community at large, so that
your neighbors understand the issue and (hopefodigbme interested in attending your party.

Historical Perspective

Restrictions on party convention fundraising aneingfing were first established in 1971 when,
following a series of corruption scandals (inclygthe ITT scandal and Watergate), Congress
passed the Fair Elections Campaign Act (FEEAnong other campaign finance reforms,
FECA introduced public funding and spending linidsthe party conventions. These reforms
were intended to eliminate the corrupt influenc@rate interests (such as corporations or
wealthy individuals) from party politics. Reservipgblic funds to finance the conventions
should keep wealthy donors from using their hefigtdbutions to exert undo influence over the
national parties.

In 2002, Congress passed the Bipartisan CampaifprRéct (BCRA) in 2002, which restricted
national party convention committees from receivgoff-money contributions. BCRA also
instructed the FEC to close the loophole that adidwoft-money contribution to “unaffiliated”
committees such as the host committees.

Unfortunately the Federal Elections Commission (JFE& since issued a number of advisory
statements weakening the FECA regulations. The proslematic of these statements allowed
unlimited contributions to convention “host commés.” The FEC maintained that these host
committees could not be affiliated with the natigmarty convention committee, but time has
shown that host committees have very strong tidlse¢@onvention national party.

2008 Conventions

In 2008, the loophole has still not been closedsofdmoney contributions to the host
committees continue to pour in. Host committeesnaade up almost entirely of party affiliates —
Democrats are fundraising for the Denver host cdtery Republicans for the Twin Cities host
committe€’ In fact, the more money a corporation donatekécbst committee, the more access
they win to convention attendees, including topypafficials.

On the next page is a fact sheet that will help yoderstand how corporations and other major
donors win access to elected officials at the cotiwas. You can also use the fact sheet as a flier
to hand out at events in your community or to stslen your campus.

Helpful Resourcebttp://www.cfinst.org/books reports/conventions/280nventions Rptl.pdf
http://action.citizen.org/t/5489/content.jsp?comt&EY=4361
http://action.citizen.org/t/5489/content.jsp?comnt&iEY=4366

1 Comments submitted to FEC by Public Citizen andRISG on the Notice of Proposed Rulemaking on puiiancing of the presidential nominating
conventions. May 22, 2003. <http://www.citizen.@aigress/campaign/issues/pub_fin/articles.cfm?I[3996

2 Weissman, Steve. “Inside Fundraising for the 2008ventions: Party Surrogates Gather Soft Moneylé\Federal Regulators Turn a Blind Eye.” The
Campaign Finance Institutdune 3, 2008. <http://www.cfinst.org/books_repaanventions/2008Conventions_Rpt1.pdf>.
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Corruption at the Conventions: The Facts

"l look forward to the day, by 2008, when Americans cam tur their TVs and
watch the Nokia Democratic Convention, or the AT&T Republidational
Convention."

- Bradley Smith, former Republican mendie¢he FEC

Our campaign finance laws and the presidential public finarsyisigm were created to end the undue
influence of corporate donors and special interests in our elec@ontradicting the spirit of these
laws, political parties continue to funnel millions of @od in corporate contributions through so-
called nonpartisan host committees for their national partyesdions. The Federal Election
Commission (FEC) has approved this maneuver, allowing weedttporate executives privileged
access to elected officials at the conventions.

Approximately 80% of the estimated $112 million neededold the conventions will come from
private donors, primarily large corporatiohs.

Since 2005, corporate donors to the 2008 conventions haxeapaverage of $7 million each
lobbying Congress and the Bush administrafighey have also contributed millions to federal
candidates, another way that big donors buy influence.

For the political parties, the conventions are the perfect apptyrto circumvent existing
restrictions on soft-money donations, because donors caalmagh contributions to the
conventions’ host committees.

Fundraising for the so-called non-partisan host committesdmigst always carried out by elected
officials and their associates from the convention party — Deaatwoir Denver, Republicans in
the Twin Cities’

In return for sizeable donations, host committees offer catp@xecutives exclusive access to
elected officials at the conventions — the greater the donatmgréater the access to advertising
opportunities and influential convention attendees.

Corporate donations to the host committee are tax deductibleingehat, ultimately, it is
taxpayers who subsidize corporate privilege at the conventions.

“Presidential” donors who give $1 million to the Democratiei@mtion receive VIP access to
the Pepsi Center convention hall and all host committee-spmhsgents, numerous advertising
opportunities, and the opportunity to attend private ewgittsColorado Governor Bill Ritter,
U.S. Senator Ken Salazar, and other party officials. For $#omilonations to the GOP
Convention, corporate donors receive similar pérks.

Both parties advertise the convention as a unique opporfonitprporate donors to connect with
top elected officials. In his talking points for meetinghapotential corporate donors, Republican
Governor Tim Pawlenty from Minnesota offered corporatityeschance to “connect with
influential government officials (Cabinet, President, nextiBees).”

For more information or to take action on this issuet wigi website at
www.WhiteHouseForSale.org

3 Weissman, Steve. “Inside Fundraising for the 2008ventions: Party Surrogates Gather Soft Moneylé\Federal Regulators Turn a Blind Eye.” The
Campaign Finance Institutdune 3, 2008. <http://www.cfinst.org/books_repimanventions/2008Conventions_Rpt1.pdf>.

4 Cummings, Jeanne. “Lobbying Loophole Funds Corigast” Politica June 30, 2008. <http://www.politico.com/news/&tsi0608/11453.html>.

5 Drinkard, Jim. “Loophole Lets Corporations Fundifml Conventions.” Citizens for EthicSune 5, 2008.
<http://www.citizensforethics.org/node/31896>.

5 Wayne, Leslie. “Candidates Forgo Soft Money, bab@ntions Rake It IlNew York Timeslune 7,
2008.<http://www.nytimes.com/2008/06/07/us/politiZ&onvention.html?_r=2&adxnnl=1&oref=slogin&pagewed=print&adxnnix=1213730065-
w/u4oKo0IliDBYcslhEmDnA&oref=slogin>.

” Weissman. Appendix B.
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Step 2 — Plan Your Party

The form your Voters First Party takes is prettychmup to you. Be creative and have a great
time with it! Remember the message you're tryingeb across, and brainstorm ways to make
your party informative, fun, and compelling.

Things to Consider

Who to invite. Invite your friends, family, or others in your genal network who might be
interested in getting involved.

Brainstorm. Food and drinks are always a great way to drawlpgio an event. Is there a
band you could invite to play? Some other kindraegainment? What will make people
excited enough to come despite their busy sche®@l@esld your party have a theme?

Meetings. If you're working with a group, how often shouldwr group meet to make sure
the party is a success? At the end of each meetisign to-do’s to group members. It's
usually a good idea to have one group member dneekh others to make sure the to-do’s
are getting done.

When and where What are the times when most people in your comiypame available to
attend parties? Is your party conflicting with dretevent? If you want to organize an event
around watching the convention on TV, what timth&s convention on TV? What venues are
good spaces for parties? Will everyone feel corafiet there?

Fun. How can you get the message across, but not lea@es? Be creative. Make an (ironic)
toast to your members of Congress, the soft-momegtioles, or corporate sponsorship of the
conventions. Watch the convention on TV and havacinity to do every time you see a
corporate slogan or give out a prize to the pevglom spots the most corporate
advertisements. If you need party favors or privegyour guests, email us at
action@citizen.org

Media. How will you get the press to attend and covemrymarty? Let local media know in
advance and invite them to attend. Are there bleggea special guest to invite who would
draw media attention? What about your party wilkend news worthy? How about the fact
that you've invited your members of Congress... biitthey come?

Prepare. Make sure you have fact sheets available at yauy and have a laptop with the
Voters First Action Page up so that guests canaaken at the party.
(http://action.citizen.org/t/1153/campaign.jsp?caippakK EY=25137 Prepare a Regrets
letter to send to your representatives in Congi®=ss p. 11). Have everyone that attends your
party sign the letter.

Funding. Come up with an estimate of how much your partghncost. If you're working
on a campus, there’s usually a student activittesthat gives out funds for student
sponsored events. You can sometimes apply to oheiidepartments for funding. Bake
sales or other fundraisers are a good idea too.cdawalso collect ‘Put Voters First’
contributions of $1-$5 at your party.

Record. Take video and pictures of your party. Try intewing your guests about the
conventions. Some questions you could ask: Whyadotlink corporations donate so much
money to the conventions? Do you think the coneastiput voters first? How do you feel
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that Representative X didn't show up to our pagnd your video to Public Citizen at
action@citizen.org. The best video and picture @zeive will go up on our website.

Sample Invitation

Dear ,

You're invited! In honor of the 2008 national padgnventions, we are/l am throwing a
Voters First Party to tell Congress to put votex®obe big money at the conventions this
summer.

By making contributions to the convention host cattess, corporate donors can
purchase access to our elected officials whilenangi voters are left by the wayside.

We've/l've invited our members of Congress to attenr Voters First Party instead of
corporate-sponsored parties at the conventionsagatir voices won’t be drowned out
by big money.

Let's show Congress we know how to party! Pleas¥R& [name/contact info] by
[date].

What: Voters First Party

When: [Date]
Where: [Venue/Address]
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Step 3 — Invite Your Representatives

This is one of the most important aspects of theekéoFirst Campaign. Inviting your members of
Congress to attend your Voters First Party givasag/ehance to educate them about corruption at
the 2008 conventions and encourage them to chaiees\vover big money.

You can look up the information for your member<oihgress here:
www.house.gov/writerepindwww.senate.gov/contacting/index.cfBelow is a form
letter you can use to write your invitation. Faelefto personalize the invitation, but make sure
the message is focused and on target. Be suraddise invitation at least 10 days before the
party.

Dear Representative/Senator X,

You are cordially invited to a Voters First Partyat (I/group name) am/is hosting in honor of the
DNC/GOP Convention in the Twin Cities/Denver. Ag gmst likely know, the conventions are
often a time for corporations and lobbyists to niéngith elected officials, while ordinary voters
are left at home to watch the conventions on TV.

This year more than ever, corporations and othegdéadonors have contributed to the
“nonpartisan” host committees to support the cortigrs, and in return gained privileged

access to elected officials such as yourselfclgar that the extent to which a donor has access
to advertising opportunities and influential contien attendees increases as the amount of their
contribution rises. This process ensures that bigay will have its interests heard at the
conventions, while ordinary voters fall by the wedgs

As your constituent(s), I/we invite you to put vefest this summer and attend my/our Voters
First Party rather than corporate-sponsored partighe party will take place at (address) on
(date and time).

Please RSVP to (name/address/email/phone) by (d&ft=jook forward to your reply.

Sincerely,

Name (or Group Name)
Address
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Step 4 — Publicize your party.

General Publicity

If you are hosting an open-invitation party on caspr in your community, you'll need to

publicize. Remember your publicity has two goal3:t¢ get people to attend the event, (2) to get

out the message about big money at the conventions.

- Create A Flier Announcing the Voters First Party. Your flier skibbe visually striking,
either with bold colors or fonts. It should annoaitise event while also educating people
about the issue. At the end of this section ismapsa flier you can edit to fit your event.
Table in a public, high-traffic place. You should findrse way to have face-to-face
interaction with people and have fact sheets dadsfhvailable. These will be brief
interactions where you invite them to the partg iway that leaves them educated about the
issue.

Announcements.You should try to locate newspapers, newsletersil distributions,

and/or classes where you have a chance to annthumegent to large groups of people. If
you're a student, announce your party on campus @adelevision. Also make sure that
everyone participating in the event invites frienttsleagues and students. Use online
networking sites, like facebook and MySpace, tehezven more people.

Last Minute Reminders. It is crucial to create a list of people who mightme and a
mechanism to send them a last minute reminderrteecar give them a call.

Media. You should work to get publicity for after the eteThe most important is media
coverage. Get the local media to attend and ctveevent by inviting editors, reporters, and
bloggers who cover politics, elections, or currevents to attend your Voters First Party.

Online Networking

In addition to blogging, there are a number of wiayget PC’s message out online. Websites like
Facebook and MySpace are great for reaching newbeesmupdating people on the status of
your campaign, and increasing turnout to your exent

General Tips
- Check out thdistservsthat already exist on your campus or in your comityulf there

are listservs for groups that might be interestetthé Voters First Campaign, send out

occasional emails to these listservs telling theématwou're up to and how they can get

involved.

Record your party on a digital camera and thenagtbe video t&YouTube. You can

also make a video that gets across the messageaiparate influence at the

conventions in a compelling way. It can be funngerious, just make it interesting!

Don't forget to send them to Public Citizen and hygost the best on our website!
Facebook

Facebook is a great way to publicize events. Froor facebook homepage, click on

Events (upper-left side of page under Applications). Tleéok onCreate an Event

Steps 1 and 2 will let you customize your eventl &tep 3 will allow you to invite

people to attend and decide whether or not to rfakevent public. Once you've created

the event for your Voters First Party, you’ll bdeato see who'’s planning on attending

and send out messages to everyone with changemarders. Be sure to become a fan

of Public Citizen at http://www.facebook.com/padadilic-Citizen/9785626650.
MySpace

- To create an event on MySpace, clickerents at the top of your profile page. Then

click theCreate Eventlink at the top of the Events page. Fill in the &eeEvent form,
then pres$Save Eventat the bottom of the page. Invite your MySpacenfileand
complete the invitation form.
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Step 5 — Party!

Have a great time at your Voters First Party! Beedo follow through with the tactics you have
planned to get the message across. Gather quoteg&ople attending the party — How they feel
about the conventions, the fact that their memb&@ongress did or did not show up, etc.
Remember to videotape or take pictures of yourymrtyou can post footage on youtube,
facebook, or blogs and remind your guests to takeraat
http://action.citizen.org/t/1153/campaign.jsp?campaKEY=25137.

If your members of Congress do show up, talk tontladbout why they came and how they feel

about the conventions. Don't forget to thank themgutting Voters First! If they don’t show,
have everyone that attends the party sign the ‘®€letter you've prepared.
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Step 6 — Let everyone know how great your party was

For your party to be effective, it's really impantao keep up the press effort even after the party
is over. Here are some ways to make sure your partiinues to reach people and makes a
lasting difference
Blog about the party. (See blogging guide below.) leetryreaders know how the party
went, but also include information about why youl lagparty and the change you hope to
see as a result — voters before big money at fatomgentions! Include links to the
Voters First Action page on Public Citizen’s weebsit
(http://action.citizen.org/t/5489/content.jsp?cont&KEY=4361)
Send youfeedback, videos, and pictureso us ataction@citizen.orgThe best video,
pictures, and stories will be posted on our website
Follow up with any media that attended your party. Checkegito make sure that your
message is clear and convincing.
Send out gress releasdo local media or write ketter to the editor. Below are a
sample press release and letter to the editoythatgroup can use. Be sure to
personalize them to fit your Voters First partya@be the sample quotes to things you or
your group members would actually say, and make sumake note of whether or not
your members of Congress showed up.
Send your regretsletter to the members of Congress you invited.

Sample Regrets Letter

Dear Representative/Senator X,

We are writing to express our sincere regret tbatwere unable to make it to our Voters First
Party. We are discouraged that Congress has p#ide the soft-money loophole that allows
corporate donors to make unlimited contributionth®national party conventions.

This process ensures that big money will haveatsevrheard at the conventions, while ordinary
voters fall by the wayside. We urge you to put voteefore big money by closing the
conventions loophole and supporting public finagaifi congressional elections.

Sincerely,
[Names of your Voters First Party’s guests]

Press Release
FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE

Contact:
Name
Address
Phone
Email

Date
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Students Urge Lawmakers to Put Voters First at Congntions

(Place) - Our campaign finance laws were interiddashd the undo influence of corporate donors
at the national party conventions. However, thétipal parties continue to circumvent existing
restrictions on soft-money donations and securkomd of dollars through a loophole that allows
unlimited contributions to the convention host coittees.

According to Public Citizen and the Campaign Firealmstitute (CFl), approximately 80% of the
estimated $112 million needed to hold the convestiwill come from private donors, primarily
large corporations. Moreover, although the conweniiost committees claim to be nonpartisan,
it is clear that fundraising for these committesealmost always carried out by active members of
the convention party.

In return for sizeable donations, host committeedbdth parties offered corporations and other
big donors exclusive access to elected officiatb@iconventions. “The more money a donor
gave to the convention, the more perks they gogtirn,” stated [Insert name of group memberl],
a student involved in the effort to expose cormuptit the convention.

Tired of being drowned out by big money interesttha national party conventions, a group of
concerned citizens decided to take matters intio tiven hands.

“We invited our members of Congress, [Insert namesattend a Voters First Party instead of
the parties being thrown by big-moneyed interesteeaconventions,” said [Insert name of group
member]. “We wanted to send the message that @tipos and other big donors should not
have more access to elected officials than reyuaitars.”

At their party, [Insert description of party: Didyr members of Congress attend or not? What
was the reaction to your party in your community@.Je

[Insert name]'’s party was part of a larger eff@toups in [Insert names of other places that had
Voters First Parties] also threw Voters First Rartio urge lawmakers to put voters before big
money and end corruption at the 2008 convention.

Letters to the Editor
Letters to the editor are another incredibly usefays to get the word out about corruption at the
conventions because they reach a large audiencararudten monitored by elected officials.

- Keep it short and concise-150-200 words. The paper will shorten your lettesuit its
format. Lead with your most important informatiomdawrite in short paragraphs.
- Focus on one main point and make a strong casgéthin the first sentences.
- Your audience is the readerFocus on the central point you want people reattindetter to
take away.
- Send letters to local weekly newspaper3he smaller the newspaper, the easier it is to get
your letter printed.
- Be sure to include your contact information.Put your full name, address, email and phone
number at the top of the page and sign the lettéreabottom if you are submitting by mail.
- Make references to the newspapekVhile some papers print general commentary, mafy wi
only print letters that refer to a specific articlExample:
- | strongly disagree with (author's name) view thgtName of Op-Ed," date)
- | am deeply saddened to read that Congressman [j6Etle of Article," date)
- Copy your letter to the appropriate policy aide in casgional offices from your district.
Even if the letter doesn’t get printed, they’ll sbat you're writing to local papers, and they’'ll
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pay attention.

- Follow up with the paper to see if the letter was receivedess the paper specifically says
“do not call.”

Blogging

A great way to spread news and express your opatiout big money at the conventions is to
write a blog post, or join in a conversation tlsahiready occurring on your favorite site. You can
explain why you care about the issue, or simpli tmany of our blog posts on
www.TheWatchdogBlog.org. When you see blog postaiathe conventions, leave a comment
stating your support or opposition to what wastemt Be sure to announce your Voters First
Party on your blog, and post pictures or videdhefevent afterwards.

If you don’t already have a blog, and are inter@testarting one, it takes just minutes to set one
up. From there your potential audience becomewvtinkdl at large. Several free blog tools are
available to help you get started:

Free Blog Tools:
- Blogger.com offers one of the most popular fregldervices.
MyBIlogSite.com offers free blogs and online phoadieyies.
LiveJournal.com includes not just blog tools bsibah substantial online community.
Bloglines.com offers free blogs, as well as a ussfy to monitor other blogs

Tips for Blogging:
- the shorter and simpler, the better.
while people are looking for your interpretationeskents, they do not generally want to
read long, winding rants
encourage comments
comment on other people’s blogs, linking to yowgoin the process
link to other blogs, and encourage them to recigiec
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