State Budget Case Study: Connecticut


Accomplishment

In 2006, the Connecticut General Assembly passed, and the governor signed, a bill that created a pool of funds to support afterschool programs.  Total funding approved was $4.4 million, with $2.1 million distributed in a competitive grant program to fund 17 programs, another $2.2 million to earmarked programs or existing after school grantees, and $100,000 for the implementation of an after school credential. Because 59 of the 76 applications received were not funded, the Department of Education supported an effort to increase the pool for the competitive grants. The funding was increased to $5.3 million for FY07-08 and $5.5 million for FY 08-09, and grants are now two-year grants. 
Background

The Connecticut After School Network has had a few years’ experience seeking funding and support for afterschool programs from the state budget process.  Their first legislative campaign supported a small pilot program for $100,000 in 2004.  A key legislative champion shepherded the bill through the legislative gauntlet.  It was a new program, however, with no guidance on how the money would be spent. Indeed, the initial pilot funds were distributed to programs in the legislative sponsors’ districts. The next year, the Connecticut After School Network sought an additional $7 million in funding for afterschool programs.  The Education Committee included $5 million to be administered by the Department of Education, but the bill died in the Appropriations Committee.  Some last-minute budget negotiations had $1 million included, but the funding had been either spent or removed before any of it could be used for afterschool.  This set up the legislative atmosphere for 2006.  Several legislators were angry that the funding was not available and looked into what happened.  The $100,000 line item for afterschool pilot programs was passed again, leaving a foundation to build upon.
Network Involvement and Activities

The Network employed a number of activities—in particular, engaging key legislative leaders as champions—to push for additional funds.  The Network invited the Speaker of the House and a sports figure to speak at their Lights On Afterschool! event.  The opportunity to show the reach of afterschool and the breadth of Network partners was an important relationship building step.  The policy advisor to the Speaker was part of the Network team that went to the Statewide Afterschool Network National meeting held in Atlanta later that year.  The policy advisor learned from the conference presenters and from counterparts from other states. The Connecticut team also had time to debrief on information learned and plan for the legislative session.   

The eventual legislation drafted for the 2006 session had 30 bi-partisan co-sponsors.  The Network champion in the legislature was the primary person engaging her colleagues to be co-sponsors of the afterschool legislation.  The Connecticut Commission for Children, a quasi-governmental body that supports the legislature, has been a critical supporter.  The Commission’s legislative liaison essentially acts as the key strategy advisor.  

Building on work done in previous years to educate legislators, Network partners were enlisted to share information with their own legislators about access, affordability of, or limited resources to support quality afterschool programs. Written materials were created by the Network for the partners to use.  An Afterschool Day at the Capitol was organized because hearing from their own constituents gives legislators a visual image (i.e., the afterschool program is held in a school they know).  Even so, in 2006 the Education committee defeated the bill, which made the Speaker, the principal champion, angry.  The Speaker figured out another way to proceed and revived the legislative proposal as an amendment and was able to secure $4.4 million in the final budget negotiations. 
Implications for the Future
This is an ongoing and long-term strategy.  The Network will continue to work with key champions in an effort to maintain the funding and provide behind-the-scenes support to the Department of Education in implementing funds.  The Network is simultaneously laying the groundwork for future budgets.  Leaders are not only working to influence sitting legislators; they are also focusing on candidates for the legislature so that they will enter office with a promise to support afterschool programs.  
Biggest Challenges to Overcome

Politics can help you or hurt you.  Some of the reasons for defeat in committee had to do with a legislator’s position on other bills pending. In Connecticut, the issue was pension reform.  Personalities can also be a challenge.  A key state agency head had a difficult relationship with some of the legislative champions.  The bill number of the key legislation changed at one point.  This created a communications challenge to inform the field, especially without communications staff and virtually no media coverage.  The biggest challenge, however, was keeping the supporters of the Network and the legislation engaged and enthusiastic.  The legislative process can be slow, boring and confusing.  The drama of back room deals and champion saves are not obvious to the base of supporters, and some of the behind the scenes work cannot be publicized at all without hurting future relationships with other legislators.  
Lessons Learned
Executive Director Michelle Doucette Cunningham had several lessons to share based on past budget successes and Network involvement.
1. Stay on message – Keep it simple.  The Afterschool Alliance’s three research-based messages (safety, learning, working families) resonate with legislators.  Legislators deal with thousands of bills, so the afterschool message has to be memorable and repeated, even if you believe you sound like a broken record.  Michelle says, “When the legislators finally hear you, they’ll start asking better questions and you’ll know they are ready for more.  Until then, they are not hearing you.” Encourage partners to use the same three messages. 

2. Everything is local.  Encourage supporters to call and meet with their legislators at each stage of the process.  The Network encouraged local supporters to host local legislator breakfast sessions with programs.  Working to secure support for a bill serves a couple purposes: It generates support for additional resources, and it gives people a reason to connect with their legislators.  It doesn’t take many calls to get the legislator to take notice – one legislator explained that four or five calls will get attention, and twenty calls may very well motivate action.  You don’t have to move mountains.

3. Personal connections are important.  Learn to leverage your relationships.  The legislator may not take your call, but he will take the call of key business or community leader.  This is also a way to broaden support from the community without asking for money (for example, by asking the mayor or superintendent to call his/her legislator).

4. You never know when you’ll have the opportunity to engage a legislator.  Michelle has spent days sitting listening to testimony when only 5 percent of it related to afterschool, only to run into the committee chairman in the elevator on the way out the door, which resulted in a meeting to discuss afterschool funding.  

5. Help partners get to know their legislators.  The Network provides advocates with a facebook of all the legislators for lobby days so people can recognize and approach a legislator when they see one in the building.  

6. It’s important to manage the expectations of all Network partners.  They need to be educated about the budget process – the theory and the reality – and understand that this is a long-term strategy, so they must keep up their advocacy efforts. Michelle promised to do advocacy training for 5 or more people anywhere in the state.  
7. Find the right champions who will both support and work for a bill’s passage.  Simply sponsoring a bill doesn’t mean a legislator will work hard to ensure it passes.  Ask legislators, “Will you cosponsor this bill and work for its passage?”  Don’t forget the second part of the question!   Bipartisan support is also important. Representative Betty Boukus, the initial champion, convinced the Speaker of the House to also become a supporter.  Personal characteristics and perception also play a role in finding the right champions.  You want those who care about the issue, not those who need to repair a tarnished image or are viewed as ineffective.
8. Trust your champions and do what they tell you needs to be done, but don’t wait for them to call you, as they are busy people.  You should call them regularly and ask what needs to be done (e.g., who should testify at a hearing; whose support is critical to secure) and use their advice.  Don’t try to second guess them. Backroom budgeting — where the real decisions frequently get made — is largely done without the Network’s direct involvement, so legislative champions need to understand enough about what you’re trying to accomplish so that they can do it alone if necessary.  

