
Advocacy 101:  
A Grassroots Guide for Fire Agencies

The Fire Districts Association of California (FDAC) understands the unique challenges and critical 
needs faced by fire agencies across our state. From funding shortfalls to legislative hurdles 
impacting vital services, your voices are essential to ensuring the safety and well-being of our 
communities. This “Advocacy 101” guide is designed to empower you, our valued members and 
partners, with the knowledge and tools for effective grassroots advocacy.

When done correctly, grassroots advocacy is a powerful and impactful tool to have your issues 
heard. It allows you to directly engage with decision-makers, build relationships within your 
community, and shape policy in a way that truly reflects the realities on the ground.

Grassroots advocacy is about harnessing the power of individuals and local communities to 
influence public policy. For fire agencies, this means:

Direct Impact:

You are the experts. 
Grassroots advocacy allows 
you to share your firsthand 
experiences and the real-
world consequences of 

policy decisions with those 
who make them.

Relationship Building:

It fosters stronger 
relationships with elected 

officials, community 
leaders, and the public, 
creating a network of 

support for your agency.

Community Voice:

You are trusted members 
of your community. Your 
advocacy efforts resonate 

strongly because they 
represent the needs and 
concerns of the citizens 

you protect.

Sustainable Change:

Grassroots efforts often 
lead to more sustainable 

and impactful change 
because they are built on a 
broad base of support and 

understanding.

Why Grassroots Advocacy

Key Principles of Effective Grassroots Advocacy:

1
Know Your Issue Inside Out:

	k Research: Understand the problem, its root causes, and potential solutions.  
Gather data, statistics, and real-life examples to support your claims.

	k Clarity: Be able to explain your issue concisely and clearly to anyone, regardless  
of their background.

	k Solutions-Oriented: Don’t just identify problems; propose practical, achievable 
solutions.
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2
Identify Your Target Audience:

	k Decision-Makers: Who has the power to address your issue? This could be your local 
city council, county supervisors, state legislators, or even federal representatives.

	k Influencers: Who else can help amplify your message? Community leaders, business 
owners, local media, and other organizations can be powerful allies.

3
Build Your Coalition:

	k Partnerships: Reach out to other fire agencies, community groups, neighborhood 
associations, and even local businesses that share your concerns. Strength in numbers 
is crucial.

	k Diverse Perspectives: A diverse coalition brings a wider range of voices and 
experiences, making your advocacy more compelling.

4
Develop a Clear “Ask”:

	k Specific & Achievable: What exactly do you want your target audience to do?  
Be specific, and ensure your request is realistic.

	k Measurable: How will you know if your advocacy efforts have been successful?  
Define your metrics.

Key Principles of Effective Grassroots 
Advocacy (...continued)

Coalition Partners
Local fire districts can engage a wide range of community organizations to build support  
for fire funding. Here are some examples:

	k Chambers of Commerce: These organizations represent local businesses and understand 
the economic impact of robust public safety and emergency services.

	k Service Clubs: Rotary Clubs, Lions Clubs, Kiwanis Clubs, Soroptimist International, and 
other similar groups.

	k Homeowners Associations (HOAs) / Neighborhood Associations: These groups directly 
represent residents who are impacted by fire services and are often concerned with 
property values and safety.

	k Business Improvement Districts (BIDs): Similar to Chambers of Commerce, BIDs 
represent businesses within a specific geographic area and understand the economic 
impact of public safety.
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Coalition Partners (...continued)

	k Community Emergency Response Teams (CERTs): These volunteer groups work closely 
with emergency services and have a direct understanding of public safety needs and gaps.

	k Parent-Teacher Associations (PTAs) / School Districts: School communities are highly 
invested in the safety of children and local infrastructure.

	k Senior Citizen Centers / Senior Advocacy Groups: Older populations often rely heavily 
on EMS services provided by fire departments.

	k Environmental and Conservation Groups: Especially in areas prone to wildfires, these 
groups may align with fire agencies on issues of wildfire prevention and land management.

	k Local Healthcare Providers / Hospitals: They are often first responders’ partners in 
patient care and understand the strain on emergency services.

	k Local Labor Unions (beyond fire-specific ones): Other public sector unions or trades 
unions may see common cause in advocating for public services.

	k Faith-Based Organizations: Churches, synagogues, mosques, and other religious 
institutions often have strong community ties and a focus on social welfare.

	k Youth Organizations: Boys & Girls Clubs, scouting organizations, and youth sports leagues, 
whose members and facilities benefit directly from emergency services.

Effective Communication Strategies

1

2

Personal Sotires are Powerful:

	k Connect Emotionally: Data is important, but personal stories resonate.  
Share how a particular policy or lack thereof directly impacts your firefighters, 
your operations, or the safety of your community.

	k Be Authentic: Speak from the heart and share your genuine experiences.

Tailor Your Message:

	k Know Your Audience: What are their priorities? How does your issue  
connect with their interests or concerns? Frame your message accordingly.

	k Simple Language: Avoid jargon. Communicate in a way that is easily  
understood by everyone.
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3
Utilize Multiple Channels:

	k In-Person Meetings: Often the most effective. Schedule meetings with  
elected officials and their staff. Be prepared, professional, and punctual.

	k Written Communication: Craft concise and impactful letters, emails,  
or fact sheets.

	k Phone Calls: A direct and immediate way to convey your message.

	k Social Media: Engage online, share updates, and educate your community.  
Use relevant hashtags.

	k Community Forums/Events: Speak at local meetings, participate in town  
halls, or organize your own events to raise awareness.

	k Media Engagement: Write op-eds, letters to the editor, or offer to be  
a source for local journalists.

4
Be Persistent, Not Annoying:

	k Follow-Up: Don’t expect immediate results. Follow up respectfully and regularly.

	k Build Relationships: Advocacy is often about building long-term relationships, 
not just one-off interactions.

Effective Communication Strategies 
(...continued)

Ethical Considerations
Maintaining the public’s trust is paramount for fire agencies. When engaging in advocacy, 
always adhere to the highest ethical standards:

1
Truthfulness and Accuracy:

	k Always provide accurate information and data. Misinformation undermines  
your credibility.

	k Do not exaggerate or misrepresent facts.

2
Transparency:

	k Be open about who you are and who you represent.

	k Clearly state your objectives and “asks.”
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Conclusion

Grassroots advocacy is not about grandstanding or political maneuvering; it’s 
about giving voice to critical needs and ensuring that fire agencies have the 
resources and support necessary to fulfill their life-saving mission. 

By understanding these key principles, employing effective communication 
strategies, and always operating ethically, you can become powerful 
advocates for your agencies and the communities you serve.

The Fire Districts Association of California is here to support you in these 
efforts. We encourage you to reach out to us for resources, guidance, and 
opportunities to collaborate on issues that impact us all.

Together, we can ensure a safer and more resilient California.

Ethical Considerations (...continued)
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3
Respectful Engagement:

	k Maintain a respectful and professional demeanor, even when disagreeing  
with opposing viewpoints.

	k Avoid personal attacks or inflammatory language. Focus on the issues.

4
Adherence to Regulations:

	k Be aware of and comply with all local, state, and federal laws regarding  
lobbying and advocacy, including campaign finance laws if applicable.

	k Understand any internal policies or regulations within your fire district  
regarding advocacy.

5
No Misuse of Resources:

	k Ensure that any advocacy activities are conducted in accordance with policies 
regarding the use of public resources, time, and equipment. Personal advocacy 
should generally be done on personal time.


