
Do it Yourself Meet the Federal Candidate Forums
Aim: 
1. To encourage members of Anglican churches to be informed voters and more engaged in the political process.
2. To establish relationships with the local community and politicians.
Outcomes:

· By interacting more directly with local candidates – they get to hear what our concerns are and we can learn more about their policies and personal character 
· Christians will be encouraged to think more about social, political and ethical issues all the time, not just prior to elections

· By inviting the members of the local area, churches will demonstrate that we are part of the community, that we care about issues that affect everyone and we want to relate to our neighbour.
First things first
If you are considering hosting a ‘Meet the Candidate’ Forum in your church, there are a few things you need to do first:

· Find out the boundaries of your electorate – (www.aec.gov.au) your parish may cover more than one electorate, or there may be several parishes within one electorate, in which case you could to combine forces. In the case of some ‘regional’ churches, your parishioners may attend church in one electorate but live in another. With all of these factors you will need to consider whether it is viable to run a forum.

· Do some research about the sitting member and other candidates, their background and policies.  Think through what they may have to gain/lose by participating. 

· Find out what the key political issues are in your area and be aware of any ‘hot’ issues - it is important to anticipate anything controversial.
· Involve the members of the church in the planning –  you will need their support and enthusiasm to make it work
Date of the election
The election date will be some time before the end of the year, so you can and should start planning now, even if you don’t know who all the candidates are. Many of the candidates, particularly from the major parties will get booked up as the election draws near, so do not delay in issuing invitations and negotiating a date.
Planning for Meet the Candidate Forums

The most common format for a forum is to invite all the candidates along on a given night, allow each candidate equal time to speak and then have a question time at the end, followed by supper.  Things to consider are how many people do you anticipate will come along, what kind of issues are likely to come up, how sensitive the issue is in your area and whether you have a ‘celebrity’ candidate who may attract media attention. As a general rule, it is best to keep the event fairly structured to avoid any unforeseen problems. 

Candidates will be more positive about participating if they can be assured of good attendance. They will also be willing to work with you in the future if the event is well run and they have a positive experience. When inviting the candidates and the local community to participate, it is important to be open and clear about your intentions (eg: we want to understand your policies on a range of issues that are of particular concern to us as Christians, but we also want to facilitate discussion about matters of broader interest).
Choosing the right person to chair the event is crucial. You will need someone who can be welcoming and personable, but also can be firm and has the skill to handle difficult dynamics that may arise on the night. One way of ensuring the event does not get out of hand is to only have written questions (before the forum commences). That way you can filter out any inappropriate or long winded questions and also ensure there is a cross-section of issues.
Decide before issuing invitations whether the event will be open to the media and advise the candidates when you invite them.  If the media are present, make sure they don’t take over the event on the evening.  If the Forum is open to the media and in order to encourage community participation - send a Media Release to the local media 10 days to a week beforehand announcing the forum and which candidates will be attending.
Dos
· Do pray about the event.
· Do be prepared for everything!
· Do be clearly non-partisan
· Do agree to a format with all the candidates before hand eg: maximum length of time for answers, whether candidates can debate each other, questions from the floor, or only pre-written questions.

· Do, if taking questions from the floor, consider some general “Dorothy Dixer” questions, to ensure a good dialogue or if the chair needs help in regaining control.
· Do be fair in allowing equal air space to all candidates whether from major or minor parties
· Do be courteous and respect differences of opinion. Encourage everyone to understand other perspectives even if you do not agree.
· Do maintain control of the event, be explicit about the ‘ground rules’. Stick to agreed format and try and start & finish on time
· Do make the event warm and friendly, provide supper and encourage discussion afterwards.
· Do be clear about which are Federal issues and which ones are most likely to come up in your constituency.
Don’ts

· Don’t be ashamed of expressing Christian views, but don’t alienate visitors by only discussing them

· Don’t let go of the microphone!

· Don’t have a ‘hidden agenda’
· Don’t allow candidates (or anyone else) to hijack the event for their own ends. Ask attendees to leave banners etc outside and consider security arrangements. 

· Don’t plan the event as an evangelistic outreach – it is more about building bridges with the local community.
· Don’t be disappointed if you do not cover everything you hoped to on the night. The purpose is more to ‘meet the candidate’, than to have every question answered.
· Don’t go ahead unless you have a suitable chairperson.
Below are some links that you might find useful:
Resources:

Australian Electoral Commission www.aec.gov.au
Australian Labour Party www.alp.org.au
Liberal Party of Australia www.liberal.org.au
The Nationals www.nationals.org.au
The Greens www.greens.org.au
Australian Democrats www.democrats.org.au
Family First http://www.familyfirst.org.au/
Christian Democratic Party http://www.cdp.org.au/
The Crikey Guide to the 2007 Election http://www.crikey.com.au/2007-Election.html
Read what others have said and done in the Sydney Diocese prior to the state election:

Glenn Farrell “Shock news: I’m Christian and I vote” http://your.sydneyanglicans.net/indepth/articles/should_churches_tell_us_how_to_vote/
Natasha Percy, Southern Cross “Pulpits pushing politics?” http://your.sydneyanglicans.net/sydneystories/pulpits_pushing_politics/
Sandy Grant “Why we must vote Christianly (not just CDP)” http://your.sydneyanglicans.net/indepth/articles/why_we_must_vote_christianly_and_not_just_for_the_cdp/
Margaret Rodgers “Think Twice before you vote” http://your.sydneyanglicans.net/indepth/articles/think_twice_before_you_vote/
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