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GUIDANCE FOR MSC REPS & ISC CHAIRS

Why and how you should lobby your MP
This guidance has been prepared for BMA student reps, but is useful for all medical students: it gives you some information and advice about lobbying MPs. 

This relates to lobbying in the Westminster Parliament.  Separate systems operate in the Scottish Parliament and the Welsh Assembly.  

General Information

· There are 649 Members of Parliament (MPs) in the House of Commons and around 700 Peers eligible to sit in the House of Lords.  

· Your MP is elected to represent your interests in Parliament. The medical profession's opinions carry a great deal of weight.  After all, doctors are in daily contact with MPs' constituents.  

Lobbying is a way of informing your elected representative of your real concerns.  MPs value information from their constituents, particularly if it is presented in a concise way.
Why it is important to keep in touch with your MP

Establishing a relationship with your MP may take a little time but it can reap rich rewards.  

Keep your MP in touch with how the health service is working in the constituency and let him or her know what local medical students think about national health issues.  A local briefing will make sure the MP's speeches in Parliament - and comments to the media and to colleagues - are well informed.  

MPs can help in different ways:  
· tabling questions to obtain information from the Department of Health, or other Government departments
· writing to Ministers
· putting forward your views during debates, committees, or when talking to colleagues
· initiating debates
· leading delegations to meet Ministers.

Who is your MP?

To find out who your MP is, visit the House of Commons website at http://www.locata.co.uk/commons/ and add your postcode.  Alternatively, telephone the House of Commons Information Office on 020 7219 4272 and give them your postcode.    

Where to contact your MP

At the House of Commons, London, SW1A 0AA, telephone 020 7219 3000.    All post is efficiently forwarded if necessary, even during the recess
Find out if your MP has an email address or webpage by checking the list of MPs at: http://www.parliament.uk/directories/hciolists/alms.cfm 
In the constituency:  some MPs have a webpage with their details but if yours does not, email the parliamentaryunit@bma.org.uk 

Approaching your MP(s)

The position held by an MP will affect the way you make contact.  For example, it is not normal practice for a Government Minister to deal publicly with issues affecting other Departments, but the Minister can, of course, be very helpful in speaking privately to Ministerial colleagues.

Where possible, try to involve a medical student(s) who live or work in the MP's constituency.  This carries more weight.  MPs have large postbags but their secretaries will ensure they pay close attention to constituency correspondence.  Failing that, you can stress that you are representing the MP's local medical students.

When writing to MPs
MSC would normally organise a letter writing campaign with template letters for your use. If writing to your MP in other circumstances, below are a few tips to bear in mind:
· if you write to more than one MP at the House of Commons, do not put all the letters in one envelope;  to comply with Post Office rules, each letter has to be individually stamped

· make sure you write an individual letter to each MP so that s/he does not feel they are receiving a standard letter, and vary the examples you give depending on the constituency

· sign the letters personally

· make sure your name, address and position are clearly indicated and can be understood by the MP. If possible give a telephone number where you can be reached or messages left

· give the letter a heading so that the MP can easily identify the subject

· start the letter by introducing yourself to the MP. Where possible write as a constituent from your home or medical school/university and, failing this, stress that you are representing the MP's medical student
· introduce the issue immediately

· keep your letter short;  if you want to go into detail, it is better to do this by enclosing a separate briefing paper

· where possible, use examples but take care you can back them up (publicly if necessary)

· end the letter with a question so that the MP has to think about a reply rather than just send you an acknowledgement. If you can't think of any specific questions, just say that you look forward to hearing the MP's views on the issue

· if you have decided you want to meet the MP personally, add a note that you will be telephoning him/her to arrange a meeting.

Meeting MPs

If a constituent asks for a meeting, the MP is likely to agree.

You may wish to have the meeting alone or involve other colleagues.  It is preferable not to have more than three people involved.

Prepare your case in advance - if going along with colleagues, discuss between you the points you want to raise.

Make sure you have facts and figures to hand to back up the key points you want to make.  Don't worry if faced with a question you can't answer - tell the MP you will write with the information.

If possible, leave the MP with written information so that there is some record of the points you have raised.

Try to have an idea of what you want the MP to do, e.g. lobby Ministers on your behalf (personally or by letter) table parliamentary questions to obtain information, contact the PCT about your problems, raise the issue in the local media etc.  The MP may well have other suggestions.

Be polite but firm.

Meeting at the House of Commons 

MPs will be available at the House of Commons: 

Monday: 2.30pm to 10.30 pm

Tuesday: 2.30pm to 10.30 pm

Wednesday: 11.30am to 7.30pm

Thursday: 10.30am - 6.30pm

Friday (selected dates only) 9.30 am to 3.00 pm

MPs are very often available at the House at other times during the day, although they may be involved in Committees or other meetings.  Most MPs disappear to their constituencies on Thursdays for constituency engagements and may not return to London until later in the day the following Monday.

When arranging a meeting at the House of Commons:
· try to arrange an appointment in advance with the MP.  Ring their office at the Commons 

· (020 7219 3000) and speak to the MP direct if you can or to their secretary.  Explain briefly the subject you want to discuss.

· when visiting the House of Commons enter via the St Stephen's steps (the public entrance).  Bypass the queue waiting to get into the Chamber and go straight to the door (there may still be a short queue).  Tell the policeman at the door the name of the MP you are meeting and you will be directed, via the security system, to the Central Lobby.  Announce your arrival at the reception desk on the left in the Central Lobby.  They will call you when the MP arrives.

· leave yourself plenty of time for your appointment;  there may be a long queue to go through security;  as your MP has only limited time, you may well miss your appointment;

· if you are seeing more than one MP at a time, leave plenty of time between appointments in case the first MP is late or the meeting takes longer than planned;

· if you are near the House without an appointment, you can try to see if your MP is free to meet you.  At the reception desk in the Central Lobby, ask for a Green Card to fill in.  If the MP is in the House, the Card will be delivered.  However this is not satisfactory because MPs are very busy and even if they are there, they could be involved in an important debate in the House, a committee debate, or another meeting and may not be able to meet you.  You could have to wait around for some time before receiving a reply.  Only one Card is permitted per person.  (NB:  the Green Card system can only be used when the House is sitting - see note above for the times).

Meeting in the constituency

MPs hold "surgeries" in their constituencies where constituents can attend without an appointment and put a problem  to them.  The local  constituency office will have details of times and venues.  This is not ideal as the MP will probably have a full waiting room and have to deal with all sorts of subjects ranging from housing to social security, but it could be useful if only to establish contact and fix a further, longer meeting.

Try to arrange a meeting elsewhere in the constituency where the MP will have more time to spend with you.  Perhaps invite him/her to your surgery.

Afterwards: send the MP a note thanking him or her for their time and giving any information you had promised or points that you thought of afterwards.

An insight into the BMA’s lobbying strategy:

The MSC’s Parliamentary work is normally part of a strategic campaign, agreed by the committee on advice from the BMA Parliamentary office, which is part of the Public Affairs Division of the BMA (PADiv). The MSC maintains contact with MPs and Peers on relevant issues through the Parliamentary office, who will amongst other things: 
· Circulate new briefing material to politicians with known interests in medical education issues.

· Circulate briefing material to relevant select committees and All-Party Groups, and ask to address the latter groups

· Brief MPs and Peers opportunistically for debates (e.g. adjournment debates).

· Arrange series of parliamentary meetings with key MPs and peers.

· Where appropriate, table Parliamentary Questions.  
· Ask an MP to sponsor an adjournment debate on Medical Students' Finance.
· Refresh and regularly update medical student area of BMA website promoting specific tasks for medical students as part of lobbying strategy.
PADiv also liaises very closely with colleagues in Scotland, Wales, Northern Ireland and Brussels to co-ordinate the BMA's activity in those countries.
If you would like to contact the BMA’s Parliamentary unit please do so via the national BMA medical student representative (MSC chair) or the BMA secretariat. 
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