Quick Guide for Community Forestry Practitioners
%

s

The Federal Appropriations Process

This Quick Guide provides community-based forestry practitioners with an introductory explanation of the federal
appropriations process. The role of federal appropriations is discussed, along with strategies for engaging in
national policymaking to ensure that forestry programs receive adequate federal funding to achieve their goals.

The federal appropriations process is one of the most important steps in the successful implementation of
public policy. While authorizing bills establish programs and policies, appropriations bills determine
funding for those programs and must pass every year to ensure continued functioning of the federal
government.

Community forestry activists and practitioners have unique expertise and understanding of what
happens when federal programs reach the ground. Unfortunately, congressional members —especially
the appropriators who decide how programs are funded —do not hear from community foresters often
enough. Sharing your expertise will help Congress make more informed decisions and ensure your voice
is heard. It will also affect how much money is spent on the programs that mean the most to you.

Appropriating Federal Funds

The U.S. Constitution requires that “no money shall be drawn from the treasury, but inconsequence of
appropriations made by law.” All government spending bills typically originate in the House of
Representatives in response to proposals from the Administration. The Senate then responds to the
House. The House and Senate Appropriations Committees provide funding for authorized federal
programs and agencies and oversee the use of those funds. Each side has 13 appropriations
subcommittees. The Budget Committees determine overall discretionary spending levels for Congress,
and the Appropriations Committees determine allocations for each of the 13 subcommittees. These so-
called 602(b) allocations set absolute limits on expenditures for the subcommittees.

The Interior Appropriations Subcommittees write the Interior and Related Agencies spending bill, which
funds most agencies and programs critical to community-based forestry. The Interior spending bill funds
35 different agencies, including those in the Department of Interior, such as the Bureau of Land
Management and the National Park Service, and related agencies, such as the USDA Forest Service.

The appropriations process is unique in Congress for a

RIDERS
A rider is a legislative proposal attached to
a seemingly unrelated piece of legislation.
Often riders have been debated or acted
upon in committee but, for some reason,
were not passed. Other riders have seen no

number of reasons:

1. It must happen every year to keep the government
operating.
2. Although House rules prohibit authorizing legislation in

appropriations bills, Congress sometimes attaches legislative activity at all. Riders can be
legislative provisions as ‘riders’. (See box) debated on the House or Senate floor, and
3. Unlike authorizing bills, which make policy, the point of are subject to additional procedural actions
appropriations is to distribute federal funds. on the House side.
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The legislative path of an appropriations bill in either the House or Senate generally looks like this:

1. Introduction| The subcommittee chair writes the bill and introduces it to Congress.

2. Hearings| The subcommittee listens to constituent concerns and the Administration’s priorities.
3. Mark-up| Subcommittee members work on the bill to make it reflect their priorities. They also
draft report language, which accompanies the appropriations bill, explaining priorities and giving
direction to federal agencies.

4. Committee votes| The subcommittee votes on the final proposal, and passes it to the full
committee. The full committee can also make changes before voting and passing the bill for action on
the House or Senate floor.

5. Floor vote| The bill is considered on the floor of the House or Senate.

6. Conference| House and Senate members are appointed to a conference committee to iron out
differences between the House and Senate versions of the bill.

7. Final passage| The House and Senate take action on the final bill coming out of conference.

8. Presidential signature| The bill is
presented to the President. If he signs it, Annual Appropriations Timeline
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fiscal year. If Congress reaches the start of the

fiscal year without a budget in place, it usually passes a continuing resolution which temporarily funds
the federal government. If it fails to do so, the government shuts down. Congressional members and staff
are constrained by this calendar. Getting them information at the right time of year is as important as
getting them accurate information.

Getting Involved
Build Relationships

Working with Congress is a lot like working in communities — developing relationships is essential.
Building strong relationships takes time but will help in the long run.

Tips on building relationships:
1. Participate early in the appropriations process.
2. Identify congressional champions for your issues. Build long-term interest in your issues and a
base of trust. Be an accessible information resource by providing accurate, reliable, and timely
information.




Understand what motivates congressional members and staff — typically votes and money. The
more federal funding spent in their district, the more they will pay attention to a program.
Understand what constrains them, including the legislative calendar and priorities of other
legislators.

Build Coalitions
Working with other groups and organizations can leverage and strengthen your capacity to affect the

appropriations process.
1.
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Work on areas of common ground.

Pay attention to others” agendas and work with them.

Build power and influence by being well organized.

Work with traditional and non-traditional allies. As an example, reach out to the business
community.

Educate a broad range of people.

Develop unique messages that are clear and simple.

Work with your county government.

Work with your state legislature.

Work with your governor.

10. Work with agencies implementing the programs.

Write Letters

An effective letter will answer the following questions:

e Why is it critical for the federal government to fund this program? (For example, why can’t the state
or private sector fund this?)
e Why should this member be interested in this program? (How does it affect his or her district?)

e How is the program —and the money —working in

. L FOR INTERIOR & RELATED PROGRAMS
his or her district—your home?
e Why is this federal agency’s role important? (For
example: Why should the Forest Service be HOUSE
. The Honorable Norman D. Dicks
responsible rather than some other agency?) e s Sl .
e What success has the program had in the past? nterior Appropriations subcommittee
B-308 RHOB
e How much money does the program need? What :
U.S. House of Representatives
program changes should be made? .
Washington, DC 20515
Who to write SENATE
1. Your representatives in your home district and ‘The Elonorable Dianne Eeinstein
inD.C. Interior Appropriations Subcommittee
2. Your senators. SD-131
3. Copy the chairs of the relevant House and U.S. Senate
Senate subcommittees with jurisdiction over the Washington, DC 20510
programs in which you're interested.
4. You may also write directly to the relevant subcommittee chairs, but it's important they see a “cc”

that shows you're working through your own member of Congress. National organizations
should write to the relevant subcommittee chairs. Get your grassroots supporters to contact their
representatives.




Other Tips

1. Make your letter personal. Discuss how federal money got results in your community.

2. Be aware of the President’s baseline numbers presented in the budget, and the funding levels
enacted last year —but feel free to ask for more when you advocate for your programs of interest.
(See web resources to find these documents.)

3. Follow up with phone calls to your representatives in the Washington, D.C. and district offices.
Try to make an appointment in the district office when your representative is in town. These
meetings are surprisingly easy to schedule and help build relationships.

Testify in Person

The House Interior Appropriations hearing is different from a regular hearing. Some liken it to a cattle
call because each person gets 5 minutes to testify before the chair and the hearing runs all day. However,
testifying in person can be effective and is a good first hand experience in democracy. In late December or
early January write a letter asking to testify at the House Interior appropriations hearing that takes place
in March. Letters should be sent to the subcommittee chair, currently the Honorable Norman Dicks, and
should be addressed “Dear Mr. Chairman.”

Also to do:

1. Contact your state representatives and copy them on your letter to Chairman Dicks. If possible,
meet with them in person.

2. Make appointments and visit your state representatives while you are in D.C. Let them know you
are testifying.

3. Make fact sheets on your projects or on how programs have helped you. Be accurate and concise.

4. Be strategic. Remember, congressional staff may like your ideas, but votes drive their decisions.

5. If you are part of a coalition or organization, let congressional staff know. It will show your
program has broad support.

Resources
For the President’s budget: http://www.whitehouse.gov/omb/budget/
For the House Appropriations Committee: http://www.house.gov/appropriations
For an electronic copy of this Quick Guide: http://www.americanforests.org/
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