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Key Terms – Political Action at a Local Level 

Staff 
Administrative support to an executive branch of government (i.e., agency 
personnel, committee staff, etc.) who also provides a source of information, 
advice and opinion. They can make small decisions within the scope of their 
procedures. As a rule, they have no authority to make policy changes.  
 

Elected Officials 
Elected officials are a source of information, advocates for policy changes and 
intermediaries for citizen groups or citizens. 
 

Committee 
Standing, ad hoc citizens or subcommittees are typically advisors of government. 
Recommendations are prepared for higher levels of government. This is where 
the work leading up to decisions is conducted. They are characterized by greater 
informality, more candid and detailed staff reviews, airing of positions of all 
interested parties, brokering and negotiating of trade-offs between interest 
groups.  
 
Councils/Boards/Commissions 
These are the final action, decision-making levels for cities, counties, districts and 
other planning bodies. They are characterized by more formal procedures and 
presentations. In many cases, decisions ratify committee recommendations. 
However, the policy body may weigh a recommendation against other priorities 
and override the recommendation or referral is remote. This is the most visible 
arena of the policy making process. Therefore, conflict resolution if difficult and 
the PR value of confrontation are highest at this stage.  
 

Voters 
Voters have direct access to legislative power through the initiative/referendum 
process. This applies to legislative action only (contrast: administrative or quasi-
judicial) in state, home rule county, or city with appropriate charter provisions. It 
can wither propose grass roots legislation or challenge a decision by policy 
makers in referring their action to popular vote. 
 

Media 
Mass media is relevant to any discussion of the political process, although in 
itself, not a bona fide category of political action. Letters to the editor, feature 
stories, radio talk shows on current events and editorial board support are 
desirable, no-cost strategies for influencing public officials and contribute to the 
public debate.  
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Working with Local Government 

Since a large part of a Neighborhood Association’s time may be spent 

advocating for change at the local level, it is important to know how to 

work with local government. The next few sections give ideas how groups 

like Neighborhood Associations can effectively work with local government 

to influence decision making. These sections deal with general principles, 

such as how to choose the best medium to go through, how to give public 

testimony and how to be politically effective as a group.   

Set Your Goals 
What is most important for your Neighborhood Association to accomplish 
in order to maintain livability? If you have a neighborhood plan, some 
goals have likely been set. If not, set aside sometime for your Board to set 
its direction. Prepare needs statements for the City budget process and 
prioritize issues for Board involvement. 
  
Know Your Issues 
Do your homework. Find out who is affected, to what degree and the 
consequences of no action. On a long-range issue, document your process, 
dates of events, who was involved and correspondence. Determine which 
issues will need to be addressed by a local government agency and which 
will need to be addressed by the neighborhood itself. Only neighbors 
working together, along with government can solve short and long term 
neighborhood problems. 
 
Know the Structure and Purpose of City Government 
Contact the City Clerk’s Office at (916) 808-5704 or access the website at 
www.cityofsacramento.org/clerk/ for information regarding City of 
Sacramento Departments and structure. 
 
Become Acquainted with Procedure 
Visit a few meetings of your public officials (e.g., City Council, Boards, 
Commissions, etc.). You should understand how they operate. Research 
which guidelines they have to follow and realize the pressures they are 
under. Have someone explain the procedure to you if it isn’t otherwise 
clear. 
 

http://www.cityofsacramento.org/clerk/
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Work Personally 
Allow your officials to get to know you. The best form of contact is on a 
personal level: (1) personal appearance, (2) phone call, (3) letter, (4) e-mail. 
See www.cityofsacramento.org  on ways to contact city officials. Or, call the 
City of Sacramento Neighborhood Services Division at (916) 808-6789 for 
more information or if you have any questions. 
 
Keep Your Public Officials Informed 
Maintaining an open communication with your officials is key to reaching 
success of your association. When meeting with them, always bring written 
copies of any issues or concerns you want to address. It is a good idea to 
follow up with them to ensure your requests were met. Remember to keep 
a log so you can reference past conversations. Don’t be afraid to show 
dissatisfaction if you don’t agree on an outcome; however, always 
remember to keep your comments on a professional level. You can keep 
everyone involved up to date by providing copies of these updates 
(neighbors, city staff, others). 
 
Work on all Levels 
Try the chain of command first by going to the person most directly 
responsible for your concern. Then work on all levels by going to your 
appointed and elected officials. If you don’t know who to talk to, do not 
hesitate to go to the top. Be sure to keep your City Councilmembers 
informed. If necessary, address the City Council as a whole to be sure you 
are heard. 
 
Get Solid Answers 
Don’t be satisfied with vague answers. Talk to informed people and solicit 
answers you can rely on. Ask for and remind your officials of specific 
information--dates, places, times, etc. 
 
Be Open to Suggestions 
Take the suggestions of your officials seriously and follow up on them. 
Progress occurs when everyone pushes in the same direction. 
 
 
 
 

http://www.cityofsacramento.org/
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Follow Up 
You will achieve better outcomes to your concerns by following up with 
appropriate staff or government officials to ensure your results were carries 
out. It is recommended that you provide them with a memo that 
summarizes previous discussions and the latest outcomes. This will show 
officials that you truly value what you have advocated for and will help in 
making your efforts a reality.  
 
Keep the Neighborhood Informed 
Use your Neighborhood Association’s meetings and newsletters to keep 
the neighborhood informed. Talk with neighbors and businesses about 
what is happening. Update neighbors and friends about any changes 
happening in the area. Make your written information interesting. 
 
 
 

 

*The City Management Academy is a program offered by the City of Sacramento 

through the Neighborhood Services Department in partnership with the program’s 

Alumni Members* 

 

 

City Management 

Academy 2012 
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Public Testimony 

Giving public testimony before the City Council, Boards, or Commissions 

can be intimidating if you have never done so before. Here are some tips to 

help you fight the stage fright: 

 
How to Prepare a Public Testimony 

 

 Know Your Time Frame 
Find out when, where and before who (City Council, Planning    
Commission, Parks and Recreation Advisory Board, etc.) the issue will 
appear. This will let you know how much time you have to prepare - - 
there is a big difference between having one day and one month to 
prepare.  

 

 Know Your Issue(s) 
Do your homework: information is power. Read newspapers, magazines, 
etc. to increase your knowledge of the issue you are presenting on. Talk 
to local government officials and other citizens, when possible. Be 
prepared to listen to the opposition’s arguments and expect to counter 
those arguments. Also, draw on your own knowledge and experience.  

 

 Start Writing Down Main Points 
Construct a rough outline from organized thoughts, research, plus any 
additional brainstorming. Begin thinking about any extra visual aids that 
might be helpful (posters, charts, fact sheets, flyers, cartoons, brochures, 
etc.) 

 

 Know How Much Time is Allowed for the Testimony 
There is no posted time-limit for testimony at City Council meetings. 
However, effective testimony should generally be held to under five 
minutes. If your ideas are well-organized, five minutes should be ample 
time to make your point effectively. 
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 Write a Draft Statement 
Address the governmental body (example: “Mr./Mrs. Mayor, Members of 
the Council”). State your name and address for the record.  

 
Make it clear if you are testifying for yourself or a group. Give a brief 
description of why you and/or your group are testifying on the issue.  

 
Explain how support for your testimony was solicited from your group. 
Bring copies of petitions, surveys on the number of meetings, minutes 
that help support your testimony. Be specific on the number of people 
involved in making the decision. State whether this is a majority or 
minority opinion.  

 
Keep the statement as short as possible (two pages is about right). State 
the problem, the reasons why you and/or your group support or 
oppose, and then summarize.  

 
Invite others to read and provide feedback on the draft. If you need the 
approval of a group, use the rough draft so people will feel comfortable 
making corrections or suggestions on the copy. 

 
Let the statement sit for a day or so, if you have the time.  You can then 
go back and read it again to make any revisions if necessary.  

 

 Final Copy of your Statement 
Type and double space the final copy so it is easier to read and looks 
more professional. Be sure to proofread your statement. 

 
Start anticipating questions from the Council, board, etc. 

 
Practice giving testimony before friends and get hints on improving the 
presentation. 
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How to Present a Public Testimony 
 

 Be familiar with the Group’s Process 
Attend one or more meetings of the group before you testify to get an 
idea of the room layout and the procedures used.  

 

 Know Your Audience 
Affirm what you have in common with and acknowledge that you respect 
the differences of the people you are talking to. The more you can find 
out about their biases and sympathies, the more chance you have to 
relate to them.  

 

 Body Language 
Be aware of how you present yourself when you make a statement to the 
decision-making body. Think about what image you want to project.  

 

 Check Your Feelings 
Keep your feelings in check while you are testifying. It is acceptable to 
have strong feelings on the subject; however, you do not want them to 
overshadow the content and purpose of your message. 

 

 Maintain Eye Contact 
Use notes rather than written manuscript so you can develop good eye 
contact. 

 

 Define What You Want 
Make it perfectly clear what action you want the group to take or what 
outcome you want to achieve. 

 

 Sum up Important Points 
Summarize your written message to emphasize the important points.  

 

 Copies of Testimony 
Provide copies of your written testimony for each member of the body, 
appropriate staff and the media. If you are testifying as a group make 
sure different people cover different topics so the testimony is not 
repetitious.  

 


