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Talk to the legislators!

Sandrine Agie – Partner at Whyte Corporate Affairs, August 2009
The regional and community governments are now known, and it only remains for them to put the teams together and then take a short break before going back to work.

Although certain members of the coalition and teams have been re-enlisted, there are also many new faces. All of them will have to operate within entirely different organisational frameworks. The plans are ambitious and even if the budgetary context will not allow much leeway, here is an arena to be monitored closely by the economic world.

It is also an opportunity for those who have never worked at their relations with the political world to make a new start and pitch into this environment which both scares and fascinates them.

Lobbying is a word that often has a negative connotation, and that is moreover simplistic. It is about actively defending precise interests, for example in the case of a reform or legislation projected by legislators, on which a sector or a company wishes to give its opinion so that its interest can be taken into account when the said reform or legislation is constructed.

The expression “stakeholder management” is more appropriate to a modern conception of public affairs and communication. This includes all parties having a connection with a company and which influence its reputation and its activity. Political decision makers form part of this group, alongside, for example, the press, consumer associations, nearby residents, unions, etc. First and foremost stakeholder management implies a new way of considering relations with legislators, which is not limited to fighting for specific issues.

The professional associations and employers’ federations play an important role in monitoring public affairs on behalf of their members, but companies also benefit from developing alongside this their own political communication policy, in particular because certain issues are too specific to a particular company for an association to take charge of defending them.

WHAT LEGISLATORS WANT

In a study we conducted with 60 regional members of parliament, it emerges that most members of parliament welcome open and proactive communication by companies. Eight out of ten members request that companies communicate in a more proactive way. The representatives interviewed also think that many companies underestimate what politics can offer them. They are disappointed that companies communicate inadequately and often too late, in other words only when they have a specific case to defend. They are open to lobbying on the basis of a clear exchange of information, because this is not beneficial to the political decision making process.

Members of parliament think that inept communication by companies is most often explained by the fact that companies do not know what procedures to follow in order to get in touch with the relevant legislator. Due to this lack of knowledge, many companies do not the political arena. How do companies initiate relations in this field?

Firstly, make it part of an ongoing, transparent approach. Legislators are like everyone else in that nothing is more annoying for them than being ignored until people realize that they need them. It is therefore recommended to make a long-term investment in developing a network of relations with the political arena. This advice also entails setting up a communication method that enables a company to regularly inform its contacts about developments in the company and its news, even if this news is not positive.

Next, identify the key subject areas for the company and monitor political news very closely, not only via the media. The first job of a communication or business affairs manager should be to identify the key subject areas for the company, the issues that can affect its activity and the arenas in which political decisions can have an influence (positive or negative).

Based on this analysis, it is possible to list the subject areas to be closely monitored and to set up a system for monitoring political developments. This can be through press monitoring te lanceren, but also via other sources such as professional associations or parliamentary proceedings and, above all!, personal contacts.

IDENTIFY THE DECISION MAKERS

Depending on the company’s sector of activity and company-specific issues, all the important decision makers have to be listed. Companies should not limit this list to political managers currently responsible for areas linked to the company's business line, or only to representatives of the current coalition. Instead, they should construct a network of relations within all the parties and at all levels of power, with a few preferred key contacts in each category.

The start of the new political season in September will be the ideal opportunity to put these few words of advice into practice and launch a communication policy for and with the political world.
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