We would like to introduce David Van
Gilder. He is the Senior Policy and Legal
Director for Hoosier Environmental
Council. He has decades of
environmental legal, teaching, and
advocacy experience. As part of our
collaboration with Purdue University,
David draws upon his professional
background to help Elkhart County
residents understand and appropriately
interpret how pollution is migrating into
residential areas. Our next 11 issues will
feature David’s insight into the

contamination in Elkhart County.




Effective Advocacy

In future newsletters we will be providing sobering details about sites in and around
your communities that have a history of contamination. Many of you will ask the
natural question—what can | do about it? Our goal here is to show how to engage
with your city and county governments so that you can effectively make your voice
heard on the issues you care about. You might feel nervous to speak in public at
first, but a positive attitude plus preparation will comfort you after a few sentences
of your remarks! Attention will be on you for only a short time. Use it effectively.
Some of the best speakers and advocates | have seen are “intrained” laypersons
who believe what they are saying.

| have been an advocate as a lawyer for over 40 years and have also worked on
environmental advocacy for many decades, so what follows is a distillation of my
experience of that works, a little bit of what is not effective, and then a few links to
resources.

First, bring a positive attitude to your advocacy. Even if you have had negative
experience with a public official, an office, or an elected/appointed board,
approach the interaction as if you want a new, productive relationship. Decision-
makers are people trying to do a job. Nothing puts them off faster than a
disrespectful tone or an assumption that they are motivated by ill will.

Second, know the rules and procedures that govern the decision-making person or
body. For both the City of Elkhart and Elkhart County | find their websites to be clear
on the date, time, place, and procedure for public meetings. And within those
parameters you should also know when and how they accept public input. If you
believe the time restrictions or placement for public speaking are not good enough,
by all means advocate for changes.

Third, be polite and persistent. Show up multiple times to repeat your position;
enlist others to do so, as well, to avoid the optic that you alone care about the issue.
Stay on topic and coordinate with fellow advocates to do the same. The goalis to
not let the body divide or dismiss your advocacy efforts.

Finally, use effective communication at public meetings and between meetings as
you would with your neighbors in a community. The men and women on city
council, on plan commissions, zoning boards, and sitting as County



Commissioners are, in fact, your neighbors and fellow community members. Treat
them that way. Here are links to key city and county decision-makers:

https://www.cityofelkhartin.gov/city-council/
https://www.cityofelkhartin.gov/boards-and-commissions/plan-commission/

https://elkhartcounty.com/en/government/elkhart-county-government-
officials/elkhart-

county-commissioners/

https://elkhartcounty.com/en/all-departments/planning-development/

Here is a link to HEC’s advocacy guides for commenting on water permits. Even
though the context is different, these strategies for public comments and writing
are good ones to follow. https://www.hecweb.org/issues/water-wilderness/water-

protection/public-comments/

Written by: Hoosier Environmental Council Senior Policy and Legal Director, David
Van Gilder

Volunteer Opportunities

Stay tuned for future volunteer opportunities. As always, if you are interested in
becoming a more integral part of our Elkhart County Environmental Council, please
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reach out. Our newsletter and meeting watching are just a few examples to become
more involved.
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