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 Lobbying Case Series

The Zero Sum Game

As the head of government affairs for the Vermont Ski Areas Association, Elliot Richardson was responsible for a slate of issues before the Vermont Legislature every year.  But this year the association’s members had asked him to accomplish a specific task:  repeal the State’s tax on ski areas’ machinery and equipment.  To Richardson this was a daunting challenge.  To the members of his trade association, it was simply something he would have to get done.  The political climate in the state capital was not overly friendly toward the business community.  However, there were other factors that could be used in their favor, such as a lagging ski business due to unusually warm winters, low-occupancy rate of the state’s tourist bed base, and the State’s bulging coffers due to an otherwise robust economy.  Under the circumstances, this Legislative session was as good as any to try and pass a bill that would have an immediately positive impact on the association members’ financial position.  However, it wouldn’t be easy, so planning had to begin right away.


Rebecca Engler, executive director of the Vermont Low-Income Advocacy Council, had also been given a specific goal to attain by her board of directors this legislative session:  convince State policymakers to approve an increase in the earned income tax credit.  Rebecca knew that although the Democratic party, one of the organization’s natural allies, held majorities in the House and Senate, and held the governor’s office, this would not be an easy task.  It was an election year and the more conservative Democratic governor, who also had his eye on a run for the U.S. Senate in two years, was pushing for a substantial income tax cut.  Another challenge was the fact that the previous year Rebecca’s group had led a failed effort to pass a universal health care bill.  The battle over the legislation was often bitter and had divided members of the same party.  Nevertheless, Rebecca believed in the merits of the issue so strongly that she vowed to fight for passage of the tax credit until the last hour of the last day if necessary.


Two powerful organizations were travelling on parallel tracks, yet each had different philosophies, goals, and means with which to achieve them.  Would their efforts collide with one another further down the line or will they find common ground on which to work together in order to satisfy both of their agendas?

The State of Affairs

For the first time in more than a decade, the State of Vermont had a surplus.  After years of clamping down on government spending, outsourcing of public functions, and balanced budgets, financially the State’s health was in the pink.  External factors helped as well.  The economy was good, unemployment and inflation were low, and consumer confidence was high.  However, as could be expected, not all was well and good around the state.  

The state seemed to be in another economic transition.  From 1870 to 1970, the state depended on the agricultural economy for the majority of commercial activity.  In the last ten years Vermont has seen the number of dairy and other farms diminished by more than two-thirds.  Luckily, the tourism industry sprung-up to take its place.  Spawned in large part by the state’s burgeoning ski industry, the state changed with the times and continued to thrive as a popular regional tourist destination.  But now the state was again experiencing economic and cultural transformation.  

The advent of cheap airfare, along with unseasonably warm weather, and a severe clamp down on ski resort development projects, had resulted in sharp reductions in the number of tourists traveling to the state.  Thankfully though, other sectors of the Vermont economy were growing at pace that offset the faltering ski industry, such as the emerging financial services, high-technology, and professional services industries.  This shift to a services-based economy was the result of information technology and an exodus from nearby urban centers by young and middle-aged professionals who wanted to live outside of the city and the usual suburbs that surround them.  Being able to easily telecommute from an isolated home in the woods of Vermont was attractive to many young professionals, especially those with families.  An added benefit is that most parts of the state are within a few hours of New York City, Boston, Hartford, Philadelphia, and Montreal.  Thus, the economic forces in the state were again changing, but it was far from perfect situation.  In fact, many of the age old social problems were actually being exacerbated by this transformation.  The biggest ongoing problem was the stratification between the wealthy and the poor, and the gap was widening with lightning speed.

The Political Climate


Vermont is often called the most liberal state in the country and perhaps rightfully so.  For years, the Legislature had been dominated by a liberal Democratic majority, and the governor’s office had been held for nearly ten years by the same Democratic governor.  However, in the last election, due in part to the passage of a controversial reform of the state’s property tax system, the Republican party had made gains in the House of Representatives.  Although they were still ten seats shy of the Democrats, a conservative faction of the House Democratic caucus had emerged to challenge the liberal Democratic leadership.  Thus, when all of the Republicans voted with together and all the liberal Democrats voted together, the outcome was decided by the twelve member group of conservative Democrats who referred to themselves as The Blue Dogs.


The conservative governor was an ally of the Blue Dogs, as he had often clashed with the liberal Democratic leaders in the House and Senate over the years of his reign in the corner office.  Now, since ideologically the governor was aligned with the Blue Dogs and sometimes with the Republicans, the governor’s already considerable clout in the State House had just gone up a few more notches.  The pitched battle for control of the agenda in the House made the Senate less relevant, since it was still an ideologically predictable body.  It was still in firm control of the liberal wing of the Democratic party.  The primary political battlefield was in the House and the governor’s office.

The Vermont Ski Industry

The growth and success of Vermont’s ski industry exploded in the early seventies.  Technological changes in ski lifts, trail creation, and high-elevation construction had fueled the 

industry’s rise to economic prominence in the state.  It seemed as though from the highest mountain peak to the slightest graded hillside there was a new ski slope.  By 1983, there were 45 downhill ski businesses operating in the state; the ski industry had become the single most important generator of state tax revenue (primarily through rooms, meals, and payroll taxes); and it was responsible for the meteoric rise in the number of visitors to the state.  Along with the industry’s economic clout came political capital.  The industry was the darling of politicians as it continued to create jobs and fill the state coffers.  Ski industry executives used their capital to sway policymakers on issues of direct importance to the industry, as well as on issues to the business community as a whole.  Other business groups often came to industry leaders for help on political matters because their opinions carried so much weight.

One of the catalysts for changing skiing from a hobby into a leading industry was the development of artificial snowmaking technology.  Being able to make snow when and where you wanted brought predictability to the ski conditions and virtually guaranteed a skier travelling to Vermont from another state a successful visit to the slopes.  Another contributor to the industry’s financial success was the build-out of resorts.  The skiing experience was no longer just skiing.  Now there were condos to rent, restaurants to go to, health clubs to enjoy, and a whole ancillary experience that has nothing to do with skiing, and it’s all provided right there on the mountain.  But not everyone was happy with the development of Vermont’s mountain sides.  

The environmental movement was born in Vermont, and now the seasoned activists had turned their sights onto the ski industry.  The war between big developers and grassroots environmentalists began in earnest in the late eighties, and it raged for years as the most intensely fought political battle the state had seen in decades.  In the end, the contest came to a draw, in part due to the continuing importance of the industry to the economic health of the state, but the industry’s role in the economy and in political matters had clearly been diminished.  

The State of Social Welfare


Vermont’s long history as a microcosm of social engineering experiments is considered to be an important distinction by many of its political leaders.  The deep-seeded liberal ideals of the majority of the state helped create a social welfare structure that provided one of the richest sets of benefits available anywhere.  The attitude of many Vermonters was “we take care of our own.”  The rural nature of the state, the hard winters, and, until recently, the agrarian lifestyle and culture had created closely knit communities rich in good-old fashioned neighborliness.  However, sustaining the level of caring and friendliness had been put to the test in recent years. 


The family farm was the cornerstone of Vermont life for nearly a hundred years.   When that began to fade and the ski industry and tourism took its place, the traditional Vermont family changed too, although begrudgingly, and became part of the service sector.  Now, as the economy changes yet again, the transition for the traditional Vermont family is a lot tougher.  The types of jobs being created are white collar jobs that require a college education, experience, 

and a highly-defined set of skills.  As a result, the once bulging middle class of farmers turned service sector workers was now finding itself marginalized by the newly-settled professionals 

from out of state.  The traditional fourth and fifth generation Vermonters were being left behind because they couldn’t keep up, and it was only going to get worse before it got better.

The Political Players and the Issues

The Vermont Ski Areas Association.  The VSAA is one of the leading trade associations in the state.  At the peak of the industry’s importance to the fiscal health of the state, the association’s fifteen ski resort members wielded a fair amount of political clout on their own, and together they are a force to be reckoned with.  Although their role is now somewhat diminished, with two full-time lobbyists, two more on reserve, and a total full-time staff of twelve, the association has the resources to dedicate to a professional government relations operation.  The association staff effectively use their relationships with legislators and members of the administration to communicate the concerns of the membership on proposed legislation and regulations affecting the industry.  They also network with other business-related groups and organizations on issues of mutual concern.

This Legislative session differs from most of the sessions in recent memory for the VSAA staff because this year the board of directors has diverted from its usually simple agenda of preventing the passage of any legislation that will hurt the industry, to one in which they want to have something passed.  Given the diminishing number of visitors to the resorts due to, among other factors, the less than cooperative weather, the resorts need to upgrade their aging snowmaking systems.  However, the high taxes the resorts will pay when purchasing the new systems will reduce the margins of their return on investment.  The resort executives argue that the strategy is already risky since they aren’t guaranteed of making back their substantial investment in snowmaking unless they can attract more skiers.  Therefore, they want the association to push for a repeal of the machinery and equipment tax.


The Vermont Low-Income Advocacy Council.  VLIAC is a small organization that was founded in the mid-sixties by a group of college professors at a local university.  They were fed up with the type of political backroom deals taking place in the State Capital, so they went out and recruited low-income Vermonters to become members of an organization that would represent their interests.  The professors used college students as their field staff and their offices as the headquarters.  No one complained because no one ever thought the organization would get off the ground, much less become one of the premiere organizations representing the poor people of Vermont.


VLIAC is a nonprofit organization governed by a board of directors, 51% of whom are living below the federal poverty level.  The board decided that this was the legislative session in which to pass a substantial increase in the earned income tax credit (EITC).  The credit went to families whose gross income was below a certain amount in a given year.  For the lowest income Vermonters, through the program they wouldn’t pay any income taxes at all, and others, because 

it is based on a sliding income scale, would be a substantially greater portion of the income in taxes the more they earned.

VLIAC was very concerned by the increasing disparity in income growth between the richest and poorest Vermonters, but they were also very concerned by the reduction in jobs 

available to the less skilled and educated Vermonters as the economy went through another transition.  Additionally, although the State’s fiscal house was in order, there were disconcerting 

trends emerging, including higher housing prices as property was snatched up by more affluent out-of-state buyers, the number of second homes being purchased, and the rising cost of health care.  It was for these reasons and because of the lack of State spending on social programs in recent years and the subsequent surplus of State funds, VLIAC decided to use the opportunity to increase the EITC.


Although the organization’s executive director, Rebecca Engler, is committed to carrying out the directives of the board with a borderline fanatical zeal, she is also a veteran of State House politics and is concerned that VLIAC’s strong push on another controversial issue so soon after the previous year’s disaster would hamper their efforts.

Approaching the Case

· Identification and Motivation of the Key Players

· Mandate/Authority

· Flexibility/Ability to Compromise

· Potential Partners/Allies

· Potential Adversaries

· Needed Information

· Desired Outcomes

· Resources Available (internal and external)

· Planning Needs

· Collateral Material

· Readiness of the Market

· Political and Economic Climate

· SWOT Analysis

Role No. 1 – The Governor

You are Governor Howard Dean.  You have been in office for nine years.  You have enjoyed enormous popularity from the voters, having been easily reelected three times.  You are well liked by the business community because of your centrist views and frugality with taxpayer money.  The business community has rewarded you for your friendly policies by supporting you in all of your campaigns.  This is especially important as you are weighing a run for the US Senate, which would be very expensive.  You would need even more support from the business community if you are to be successul.

You are a moderate Democrat; fiscally conservative and moderately liberal on social issues.  As a physician, you have made reforing the health care system one of your top priorites over the course of your tenure.  You have made substantial progress through incremental reforms, rather than a total overhaul of the system at once.  Although you generally agree with the mission of VLIAC, you sometimes think they are too rigid in their positions and their agenda too extreme.  However, you know the executive director well and historically have gotten along with her.

Last year that changed when she insisted on pushing forward a health care reform bill that you thought was far too aggressive.  Although you advised her against it, she did it any way and the effort failed miserably.  You stll think Rebecca’s heart is in the right place and that she is good at what she does, but perhaps the slip last year marks the beginning of the end of her leadership at VLIAC.

Role No. 2 – The Vermont Low-Income Advisory Council

You are Rebecca Engler, executive director of VLIAC.  Before serving as executive director you were the membship director.  Before that the field recruiter.  And before that, you were a volunteer administrative assistant.  Over the last 18 years, you have slowly moved up the ranks of the small, perpetually struggling nonprofit organization.  In fact, your first contact with VLIAC was when you were barely getting by on a measly welfare check and someone from VLIAC came to your door to see if you would join.  You were so happy that you decided to volunteer to help and you’ve been there ever since.  Needless to say, you are very committed to the mission of the organization, and you understand all too well the true hardship low-income Vermont families face in every day life.  Your work is your ethos and you do it very well.

You are still stinging from the loss VLIAC suffered the previous year.  Coming off of a number of successful years previously, due in large part to the sympathetic liberal Democractic majority in charge of the House and Senate, you over-reached last year by attempting to pass a sweeping health care reform bill.  Although you expended virtually all the political capital at you disposal, calling in favors from old friends, developing a clear plan of attack, and marshalling all the grassroots support you could muster, it just wasn’t enough.  In the process, you angered colleagues, alienated some legislative allies, and lost a lot of credibility with the governor.  Nevertheless, you will press on with the agenda developd by your board and work just as hard to pass the EITC legislation.

The board has impressed upon you what you already know:  a failure to achieve passage of the EITC bill will further diminish the credibility of VLIAC, and could do irrepariable harm to the organization.  Therefore, the board has given you the authority to do whatever it takes to get this bill passed, including building alliances with former adversaries with whom you can find common ground.

Your initial analysis of the EITC proposal is that over the first five years it will cost the State roughly $2 million.  The good news is, you still have a good relationship with Speaker of the House, so your first stop is his office to discuss your proposal.

Role No. 3 – The Vermont Ski Areas Association

You are Elliot Richardson, Director of Governmental Affairs for the VSAA.  You have done some preliminary research on the repeal of the machinery and equipement tax.  What you have found is that in the first year it will cost the State $900,000 in tax revenues, $500,000 in the second year, and $250,000 in the third year.  Your estimate is based only on three years because that is the expected snowmaking system build-out period for the state’s ski resorts.  Absent ongoing maintenance, once the snowmaking systems are in place, they last for roughly seven years before needing to be refurbished.  If they are refurbished, they can last up to another five years.

After your meeting with the board of directors, the chair calls you in order to impress upon you the importance that this legislation repealing the tax get done this year.  He also tells you that the individual ski resort executives on the board, since in the end they do compete with one another for business, were not totally upfront as to how precarious some of their financial situations are.  “For some of us,” he said, “being able to purchase this upgraded equipement will make or break us.  And having that tax burden off our back will make the investment worth it.”

You have assured him that you understand the importance of your task, and he tells you that whatever resources you need to make it happen are at your disposal.  He also gives you broad authority to make build support for the legislation with any allies you can find, so long as you get the bill passed.  Thankfully, although you don’t have a rapport with the Speaker of the House, you have an excellent relationship with the governor.  Your first stop is his office.

Key Lobbying Strategies

1. Play the Inside Game

· Find a powerful official to be your champion

· The earlier you get the proposal you want into bill form, the better off you are.

· Get to know the staff, from the chief aide to the lowliest intern

· Be a resource to policymakers by providing credible, concise, and timely information.

· When you win, give the policymaker credit

2. Use the Media

· Identify a spokesperson
· Hone a descriptive yet brief message and repeat it over and over
· Cultivate key members of the press
· Follow-up on press releases with phone calls
· Respond to interview requests quickly, factually, and colorfully
3. Develop a Strong and Diverse Coalition

· Find natural allies
· Team up with unnatural allies
· Formalize and invest in your coalition
· Develop a common message and a detailed plan
4. Planning

· Create a detailed plan and budget with the leaders of your organization
· Make sure you have a clear mandate to act and the resources to do the job right
· Know the legislative process and think carefully about the timing of your proposal
· Have the facts about your issue; both positive and negative
· Know the outcome of a vote before it is taken
5. Organization

· Use information technology for fast and efficient information dissemination
· Have an established chain of contacts who are prepared to make direct contact with a policymaker when necessary
· Prepare your position papers, talking points, and collateral far in advance
· Lay the ground work for the proposal with policymakers, allies, and the media as early as possible
More Tips
· Be the “first-mover”; set the agenda and tone of the debate on the issue

· Get the public and key community leaders behind your effort—take the time to educate your audience

· Keep it simple

· Build your case

· Make it real in order to make it a priority

· Use comparitive data from other states or parts of the country

· Use research and information from credible groups 

· Keep your effort bipartisan

· Become an expert on the issue

· Identify swing votes and win them over

· Find constituents, experts, and community and political leaders who will put pressure on them 

· Find out what motivates them

· Utilize formal and informal opportunities to discuss your issue with policymakers 

· formal testimony build credibility and one-on-one opportunities build relationships

· Bring the issue home to a legislator’s district

· Employ simultaneous strategies

· Media

· Grassroots

· Testimony

· Direct contact

· Don’t be encourage controvery, but don’t be afraid of it either

· Use dispersed geogrpahic representation and references when possible

· Become an active participate in the electoral process—hold policymakers accountable

· Try as hard as you can to get the policymaker to make a commitment to your position.  If possible, get it in writing

· Know the policymakers’ voting records and political, professional, philosophical, and personal background

· Be very specific about what exactly you want the policymaker to do

· Be persistent and invest in the process

Future Topics

· Coalition Building

· Long-term Growth of Political Capital

· Election Year Strategies

· Successful Media Engagement

· Negotiating Compromise

· Using Technology

· Advocacy Training

· Policy Agenda Setting

· Growing Grassroots and Grasstops

· Persuasive Writing and Speaking
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