Advocacy Days – Climbing the Hill 
By Elliot Zashin


I decided to attend Brit Tzedek’s National Advocacy Days (June 18–June 20) in our nation’s capital after having taken a furlough from active involvement for the last year. Of course, I kept reading e-mails and even responding to action alerts, but I wasn’t sure I was up for getting re-involved. I was particularly impressed with e-mails from Brit Tzedek’s new young staffer on the Hill, Rob Levy, in particular his assessment of recent developments in Congress and the media attention that Brit Tzedek was managing to attract, in part because of his work. So I finally decided that if I could help make him a little more credible in his relations with Senators and Representatives or their staffers, it would be worth a trip to the Capitol.

Our first gathering was a briefing by two former negotiators, Rob Malley and Amjad Atallah a Palestinian-American, at the DC JCC.I saw many new faces and was pleased that the audience wasn’t just the same individuals I had seen in DC or in Boston two and three years ago. The next morning we had further briefings by very seasoned professionals, including Lara Friedman from Americans for Peace Now, and M.J. Rosenberg from the Israel Policy Forum. What I found most heartening was the fact that Rob Levy had established close working relationships with them and they were serving as his mentors and a real partnership apparently had developed.

In the afternoon, we worked through the talking points we would use in our visits with Congress and then we gathered in our teams to organize and practice the meetings that were scheduled for the next day. Again, I was pleased to meet people who were invested in the issues and clearly wanted to make a good impression as Brit Tzedek’s grassroots advocates. We ended the day at an upbeat reception with several members of Congress and their staffers, featuring our own Rep. Jan Schakowsky among others. When I left, I felt that we were well prepared for our visits tomorrow, and even though I knew that it would be a long day, talking and walking between the Senate and House sides of the Capitol, I was looking forward to the advocacy phase.

I was part of two teams. The first consisted of the group from Chicago, led by Aliza Becker, while the second included people from Madison and Minneapolis. We met with staff from the offices of Senators Durbin, Obama, and Kohl (of Wisconsin), and Representatives Tammy Baldwin (Madison) and Rahm Emanuel, and I managed to schedule lunch with Jan Schakowsky’s foreign policy staffer. In our teams, there were old-timers like myself and young people like Jonah Gaster, 25, a musician and graduate of the University of Wisconsin-Madison. Sharing very evenly in making our presentation, we conveyed that we were all capable of articulating Brit Tzedek’s positions.

We were given ample opportunity at each office to present our position on the Palestinian sanctions legislation (Brit Tzedek prefers the Senate version, even with its deficiencies, to the much more punitive House bill), on Prime Minister Olmert’s convergence plan (Brit Tzedek opposes unilateral moves that will make it more difficult to achieve a negotiated two-state solution to the conflict), and the role of the Administration (Brit Tzedek urges the President to take steps to restart negotiations between Olmert and moderate Palestinians like Mahmoud Abbas).What we heard again and again was the usefulness of the information and perspective that Brit Tzedek’s representative on the Hill was providing, especially when AIPAC was strongly supporting the House version of the Palestinian sanctions bill. Although passed by a large majority (on a roll call vote insisted upon by the House Republican leadership), the bill was intensively discussed and apparently much behind-the-scenes maneuvering and floor debate went on before it was brought to a vote. As one staffer put it, there had not been this much serious discussion of the issues in quite some time.

As I traveled home to Evanston, I knew that the Israeli-Palestinian conflict is a long way from being settled and that AIPAC still exerts a great deal of influence in Congress. Yet I felt a sense of satisfaction: that our young organization is making a name for itself and gaining respect in some very important offices on the Hill. I hope and expect that we will be back next year with larger numbers and with greater impact.

