
OCTOBER 2001 BULLETIN OF THE AMERICAN COLLEGE OF SURGEONS

25

Making Washington work for you:

“All politics is local”
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T
ip O’Neill, former Speaker of the House of
Representatives, once observed that “All poli-
tics is local.” The validity of this expression
is frequently demonstrated through efforts

made by professional societies to convince mem-
bers of Congress to assist in advancing certain
pieces of legislation. When thinking about be-
coming involved in this process, it is important
to recognize that every representative faces elec-
tion every two years and senators are elected
for six-year terms. Consequently, legislators are
forced to listen to their constituents, who de-
termine whether or not they return to Congress.
Indeed, it appears to many people that the num-
ber one priority of every member of Congress is
to be reelected. If, in fact, all other priorities take
a back seat to reelection, obviously, legislators
who fail to succeed in that regard are forced to
watch Congress from the outside.

The College’s staff in Washington, DC, plays
a vital role in keeping legislators and their ad-
visors informed about issues that are important
to surgeons and their patients. Nonetheless, it
is not the lobbyists who vote for these members
of Congress. The message truly hits home only
when a member of Congress hears from sur-
geons in his or her home state or district. For
example, the House voted recently on an amend-
ment that would have imposed long-sought
medical liability reforms. It failed by a vote of
207-221. In speaking with certain members of
Congress after the vote, it became clear to us
that they had heard from lobbyists on both sides,
but they had heard from constituents on only
one side of the argument—the side opposed by
the College. That input from constituents de-
termined their votes.

In an effort to encourage more of you to par-
ticipate in this process, the College has devel-
oped a variety of tools to assist surgeons in be-
coming involved in the legislative process.

Legislative Action Center
The methods available for communicating

with members of Congress have changed dra-
matically in the past decade. E-mail now allows
constituents to instantly send their opinions to
their senators and representatives, which can
be important when the normally slow pace of
the legislative process picks up speed.

In an effort to provide Fellows with a means
to instantly send messages to their senators and
representatives, the College recently added a
new section to its Web site (http://capwiz.com/facs/
home/). The Legislative Action Center is in-
tended to provide Fellows with information
about key legislative issues being considered by
Congress and, most importantly, to allow sur-
geons to send messages directly to their legisla-
tors about these issues. Surgeons who do not
know the name of their senators or representa-
tives can simply enter their home zip code, and
the Legislative Action Center will identify the
legislators and provide the appropriate e-mail
addresses.

The Legislative Action Center also allows the
user to access prewritten (form) letters on time-
sensitive issues. In order to send such letters, us-
ers need only enter their name and home address,
and the Legislative Action Center does the rest.

Members of Congress receive hundreds, some-
times thousands, of e-mail communications each
day. To ensure that the e-mail from users of the
Legislative Action Center are used effectively,
the correspondence is automatically copied to
the College’s lobbyists, who take them in hand
to legislators and their staffs to provide evidence
of grassroots support for particular issues.

Congressional Action Program
Staff members of the Washington Office have

been traveling to College chapter meetings and
speaking with surgeons about the health care
issues that Congress is working on and how they
could affect surgical practice. These visits pro-
vide a two-way opportunity for surgeons to gain
information about what is happening in Con-
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(R-AZ).
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gress and for the lobbyists to hear from practic-
ing surgeons about their concerns. The visits also
provide opportunities to recruit surgeons to par-
ticipate in the Congressional Action Program
(CAP). These surgeons have committed to com-
municating with their members of Congress and
with College staff on a regular basis about impor-
tant surgical issues on the legislative agenda. E-
mails are sent to CAP members when input is
needed, and legislators and their staffs have come
to rely on them as resources when drafting legis-
lation or determining whether to support or op-
pose a particular proposal.

Chapter Visit Program
The College launched the Chapter Visit Program

in 1988, and it has proven to be one of the most
successful ways to involve Fellows in the legisla-
tive process. The goal of the program is to educate
Fellows about the legislative process and impor-
tant issues being debated that can affect them and
their patients, as well as to promote the College’s
legislative agenda. The program also provides an
opportunity for both College staff and the legisla-
tors to hear from Fellows about issues that are of
concern to surgeons in the field, as well as about
possible solutions to these concerns. Issues the
College and its Fellows have brought to Capitol Hill
in the past few years include managed care reform,
physician reimbursement, Medicare reform, regu-
latory reform, and trauma care funding. This year
representatives from 19 ACS Chapters visited
Washington to participate in this program.

Day in Surgery
The Day in Surgery Program began in 1990 in

the Washington, DC, metropolitan area. This pro-
gram was created to provide congressional aides
with an opportunity to experience a “day in the
life” of an attending surgeon and see firsthand how
surgeons are trained. Congressional staff learn
about patient care, the operating room environ-
ment, surgical training, and various daily routines.
In 1996, the program was expanded nationally by
coordinating hospital visits through state chap-
ters and other surgical specialty societies. To date,
Day in Surgery programs have been held in North
Carolina, Texas, Florida, Louisiana, Washington,
Minnesota, Tennessee, Michigan, and Massachu-
setts.

Two or three programs are scheduled during
the congressional recess periods each year. Fel-
lows also are encouraged to invite their own leg-
islators and staff to visit their hospital. Anyone
who is interested in coordinating a visit is wel-
come to contact the Washington Office for de-
tails.

Your involvement is very important
The importance of surgeons becoming in-

volved in the legislative process at the federal
and state levels cannot be stressed too strongly.
As the health care environment continues to
evolve and the regulation of health care contin-
ues to grow, legislators require constant educa-
tion from those who understand the system and
who are promoting optimal patient care. Lob-
bying for the profession is important and can
lead to positive changes for both surgeons and
their patients.

For more information on any of the College’s
grassroots programs, please contact Christian
Shalgian in the College’s Washington Office at 202/
337-2701 or e-mail cshalgian@facs.org. V


