
 

 

 

 

      

 

 
 
 
 

  
Karen tells her story in the Rotunda on April 1   Our giant petition is presented to staffer for the Speaker  

 

Senator Jay Costa’s Staffer Offers Advice on Moving HB 2253      
The Pittsburgh PMHCA Policy Advocate group was thrilled to welcome Michele Balcer from the office of PA 
Senator Jay Costa to their meeting on June 2, 2008.  
 
Michele is also a member of the Allegheny County Area Agency on Aging Advisory Board and she gave an 
energizing presentation on strategies for helping to move our bill House Bill 2253, the bill to help personal 
care home residents.  
 
Michele’s biggest piece of advice: “You get more flies with honey than with vinegar!” She explained that 
saying thank you is so important. “Those thank you calls go a long way towards the next time, when you ask 
for something.” She also reinforced the need to develop long term relationships with legislators AND their 
staff. “Stay in touch, let us know how you feel about what’s going on.” 
 
In terms of moving a bill, Michele explained that it’s important for us to understand the legislative process. 
You can find a great diagram here: http://www.legis.state.pa.us/WU01/VC/visitor_info/pdfs/makingLaw.pdf 
 
She told us how important it is to mobilize our supporters and to reach out to anyone else who can get behind 
this legislation. “Make sure you have people tell their stories to their legislators, whether it’s by phone, 
through writing or in person. When I read a note from a person telling their story, the issue becomes real for 
me. I can tell the Senator what his constituents seem to be saying about an issue, but when he hears it from 
an actual person, it means so much more.” 
 
Michele also reminded us to be persistent and not to ever give up. “Keep up the pressure! Send cards, 
petitions, keep calling!” She continued, “Passing legislation is clearly a numbers game. Get everyone that you 
can on board with your issues – build coalitions. When enough people make their voices heard on what 
matters to them, legislation moves.”  
 

Ms. Balcer had the Policy Advocate group act out a scenario as if we were the House Aging Committee 
(where HB 2253 is sitting) and we had to identify positives and negatives about the bill and to come to 
consensus on whether or not we could support it as a “committee”. It was eye opening and required us all to 
stretch.  
 
Those in favor of the bill said “Keeping people in personal care homes poor perpetuates a vicious cycle that 
keeps people where they’re at and increases stigma.” Those against the bill focused on the cost of 
implementing a raise. The counter argument was that it costs the state one way or another, that people who 
are stressed and unhealthy are more likely to be hospitalized.  
 
We are grateful to Ms. Balcer for her time and great ideas. Getting this vital information from an ‘insider’ is 
invaluable – we recommend it to our fellow advocates all over Pennsylvania! 
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Thanks to a grant from the Pennsylvania Developmental Disabilities Council, PMHCA is now holding 

monthly Policy Advocate Trainings at several locations in Western PA. The trainings focus on the 

legislative process, how to do systems advocacy, voter work, guest speakers and more and are held 
in:  -    Erie    - Greensburg and Latrobe 

- Beaver    - Butler  
- Pittsburgh  

We invite YOU to attend! For more information contact Rachel at PMHCA West: 412-621-4706 or at 
rfreund@verizon.net . 



“Life has taught me one supreme lesson. This is that we must- if we are really to live at all-we must put our 

convictions into action” – Margaret Sanger  

 

Get Connected to Our Larger Advocacy Community 
As we move along in our advocacy work, it’s is tough to stay energized. Sometimes it helps to remember that 
we are part of a larger community and a larger movement. Here are some great ways to connect with that 
larger movement! 
� Check out the National Coalition of Mental Health Consumer/Survivor Organizations (NCMHCSO) 

at www.ncmhcso.org. Coalition Director Lauren Spiro explains, “This Coalition takes us to the next level- it 

enables us to raise our collective voice, based on our experience of mental health recovery, and be heard 

at the seat of power. The Coalition embraces the disability movement’s motto, ‘Nothing about us without 

us.’ ” The Coalition supports the efforts of the federal Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services 

Administration (SAMHSA) to transform the mental health system to one that is recovery-based and 

consumer- and family-driven, and supports SAMHSA’s consensus statement on recovery 

(www.mentalhealth.samhsa.gov/publications/allpubs/sma05-4129/). PMHCA is a member of the National 

Coalition and your representatives on the National Coalition are Brian McLaughlin and Rachel Freund. 

 

� Attend Alternatives 2008! Did you know we have a national consumer/survivor conference every year? 
Each year it’s in a different city, but this year it will be held in Buffalo – that’s drivable!  
The National Empowerment Center will be hosting Alternatives 2008 at the Adams Mark Hotel on October 
29 through November 2, 2008. To learn more go to: www.power2u.org/alternatives-2008 . This year’s 
theme is… Creating Community Through Active Citizenship 
Hope to see you there! 

� Join the American Association of People with Disabilities (AAPD) – www.aapd.com. AAPD is the 
largest national nonprofit cross-disability member organization in the United States, dedicated to 
ensuring economic self-sufficiency and political empowerment for the more than 50 million Americans 
with disabilities. AAPD works in coalition with other disability organizations for the full implementation 
and enforcement of disability nondiscrimination laws, particularly the Americans with Disabilities Act 
(ADA) of 1990 and the Rehabilitation Act of 1973. 

 

 Warren Advocates Visit Their Legislator 
 
On May 27, 2008 two skilled advocates from Warren, PA, Jenn and Mary Jo,  
along with PMHCA staffer, Rachel Freund, met with PA House Member,  
Kathy Rapp, of the 65th District. 
 
The goal of the visit for Jenn and Mary Jo was to begin building a relationship  
with their legislator. Jenn reported, "Mary Jo and I thought the meeting with  
Representative Kathy Rapp was enlightening and very productive. We feel that  
folks would be happy to learn about how supportive she is of the mental  
health community." 
 
The Warren advocates wore their black “Living on $60 is No Joke” shirts and  
made a good case for Representative Rapp supporting House Bill 2253, the bill  
to raise the $60 personal needs allowance. “I support these efforts”, Rep. Rapp responded.  
 
They also discussed tough issues facing the mental health community such as the need for more housing and 
community supports, especially in rural counties like Warren. “My concern is for people who aren’t getting what 
they require because of a lack of resources,” reported Rep. Rapp. “I work for the citizens of this district and I 
intend to make sure we that can provide what people need.” 
 

Here are some tips for arranging a visit with your legislator: 
1. First, find out who represents you. Call TOLL FREE to Project Vote Smart: 1-888-VOTE-SMART    

(1-888-868-3762) – a real live person will help you figure out who your legislator is! 
2. Do your homework. Learn about their interests, their committees and their responsibilities. You can stop 

by their office and ask a staffer to help you find out about them. 
3. Arrange a visit. Be sure to make arrangements in advance with their staff. Plan a meeting that will last 

about 30 minutes. 
4. Prepare in advance. Have just one or two points you want to discuss. If you go as a group, be clear who 

will say what (practice ahead of time!). Be clear about what you are asking your legislator to do.  
 

Congratulations to our friends in Warren who are working hard at advocacy in their community! 
If you would like to invite YOUR legislator for a visit, we can help! Contact Rachel at 412-621-4706 x. 22 or at 
rfreund@verizon.net 

 


