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Q&A: Rep. Nick RahallACTIVIST TOOLKIT: SIGNATURE GATHERING

or more than a decade, activist Jane 

Garrison worked on sustained, well-

planned efforts to engage people in

animal advocacy, from stopping mountain lion

hunting in California to protecting elephants

worldwide. In 2007, she ventured into a new facet

of campaigning: gathering signatures for a 

California ballot initiative to free farm animals from

some of the cruelest confinement methods.

As part of a group seeking 434,000 valid signa-

tures to put the measure before voters, Garrison

shifted gears from the marathon of a drawn-out

campaign, seeking ways to quickly gather a large

number of names.

First, she experimented with the venue, striking

out at baseball and soccer games before heading

to the giant Hollywood farmers market. She tried

different pitches, settling on a succinct, “The

Humane Society needs your help. All we need is a

signature.” A few tweaks like taking off her sun-

glasses to make eye contact were game-changers.

The hardest part was bracing for everyone who

said “no.” 

Before long, Garrison was bringing in 50 to 60

signatures an hour, more than twice the goal

established by campaign organizers. “I was able to

get that many just by figuring out what works and

what doesn’t work. It just shows you that anyone

can do it,” she says. With the help of Garrison and

thousands of volunteers like her, the Prevention of

Farm Animal Cruelty Act, or Proposition 2, made it

onto the 2008 ballot with nearly 800,000 signatures

and passed overwhelmingly, promising change for

tens of millions of animals. 

As Garrison’s experience shows, a petition can

be a powerful tool to help animals—whether it’s

part of a state or local voter initiative, a campaign

to get an animal-friendly candidate on the ballot,

or an effort to show support of or opposition to an

idea. And it’s a tool that’s relatively easy to wield

and shape; volunteers can spend just a few hours

a week on the job, modifying their techniques until

they hit their stride.

To get the most from your own signature-gath-

ering efforts, follow these tips.

Stake out the best locations: At sporting

events, people are rushing to get to their seats. But

farmers markets afford better opportunities, as do

parades, fairs, and other events where people are

milling around. Garrison landed 100 signatures in

one hour at an AIDS walk. Lauren Schnieders, peti-
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tion drive coordinator for an Ohio ballot initiative

similar to Prop 2, has found a gold mine in movie

theater lines.

Consider convergence: Take advantage of spe-

cial events organized by like-minded groups. In

Missouri, where a ballot initiative would bring basic

care standards to large commercial dog breeding

operations, volunteer Mary Ann Wentzel worked

the lobby during a major benefit for Tony La

Russa’s Animal Rescue Foundation. “Most of the

people there, besides being baseball fans, were

animal people,” Wentzel says. “We probably col-

lected a couple thousand signatures that night.”

Stick to the law: For ballot initiatives, signatures

must typically be taken by hand and original doc-

uments must be submitted. Check that each entry

is completely filled out by a registered voter, is leg-

ible, and includes a street address (not a P.O. box).

Duplicates don’t count, so be sure to ask people

whether they’ve signed the petition previously. 

Play it safe: Gather twice as many signatures as

required so that you can afford to have some dis-

carded. Even in situations where petitions aren’t

legally binding, a strong showing can tip the bal-

ance in the animals’ favor. In Edmonds, Wash.,

more than 5,000 registered voters signed a peti-

tion in support of a spay/neuter policy for the city

shelter, says Jennifer Hillman, The HSUS’s director

of ballot issue campaigns. Impressed by the results,

the city council bypassed a special citizens vote on

the matter and adopted the ordinance outright.

Mind the clock: Keep moving, use multiple clip-

boards, and don’t wait for someone to finish

signing before asking the next person. If someone

says “no” or keeps walking, move on to the next

person. And don’t get bogged down in debate; it’s

better to just walk away.

Make your case: Ask “Will you help us?” rather

than “Can you sign?” Use visual aids to help explain

the measure’s intent. The backs of Schnieders’ clip-

boards show a pig crammed into a gestation crate

on an Ohio factory farm.

Have some fun: See how many signatures you

can wrangle when you’re trying a different pitch or

a new location. Bring a friend and compete—any-

thing to keep you on your toes and maximize pro-

ductivity. And when you’re done for the day, look

at all the signatures on the clipboards. “I would sit

there in my car and count them all,” Garrison says,

“and I would leave feeling very productive.”

For more on the ballot campaigns, visit 

ohiohumane.com and missourifordogs.com.

On the topic of horse slaughter, Rep. Nick

Rahall II doesn’t mince words: “It is immoral

and not the American way.”

It’s the type of strong message that the

West Virginia Democrat has communicated

on a number of animal issues since

becoming head of the House Natural

Resources Committee in 2007. As chairman,

Rahall can prioritize animal-friendly legislation

for action and work with House leaders to

schedule floor votes, and he has used this

power to the animals’ advantage numerous times in the 111th Congress.

In recognition of Rahall’s leadership, HSLF and The HSUS have named him

the 2009 Humane Legislator of the Year. Rahall received the award during a

March reception on Capitol Hill in which 131 additional members of Congress

were honored. In this excerpted interview, Rahall spoke with Humane Activist

about his work on animal issues.

Over the years, you have authored legislation to protect certain West Vir-

ginia rivers and to expand wilderness areas in the state. Why has this

been important to you?

[The bills were] primarily motivated by what I felt was the need to preserve

these rivers and surrounding lands in their pristine state for the benefit of

present and future generations. They are significant natural resource assets and

the last thing I wanted to see were to have A-frames and condos lining the

gorge rims. 

I am humbled by many things in life. I am humbled by my faith in God. I am

humbled by the trust placed in me by the people of southern West Virginia to

serve them in Congress.  And I am humbled by the sheer magnitude, the

power, and the glory of the New River and our wild lands. They are a source of

inspiration and a place to renew the soul.

You’re a lead sponsor of H.R. 1018, which would overhaul range man-

agement of wild horses and prohibit their slaughter. Do you have a per-

sonal connection with this issue?

I have never witnessed wild horses on the range firsthand, but that does not

mean I cannot be their champion. They are a symbol of America. Just as with

the bison in Yellowstone National Park—I do not have to see them firsthand,

although I have, to know it is just plain wrong to slaughter [them]. That is repel-

lent to me. Slaughter is not a viable way to manage these herds. There are alter-

natives.   

You’ve served on the Natural Resources Committee for 30 years. Is it

easier to find support for wildlife protection issues today?

The political landscape for wildlife has changed tremendously over those years,

and changed for the better. Back when I started, there was not really a con-

certed voice for wildlife issues. That is not to say these issues were ignored. The

Magnuson Stevens Act was passed in 1976, for instance. That’s the law which

seeks to protect marine species.

But when I started out serving on

what was then the Interior and

Insular Affairs Committee, I do not

recall our considering many if any

wildlife-specific bills. Parks, public

lands, wilderness, wild and scenic

rivers, yes, but not wildlife-specific,

although those types of measures

certainly help wildlife. I think things

began to change when groups like

The Humane Society got more

politically savvy, both in terms of organizing grassroots support for wildlife

issues and in terms of their dealings with the Congress. 

How are you able to use your committee chairmanship to help wildlife?

I think the record speaks for itself. No other committee in the Congress has

taken on the cause of wildlife than the Natural Resources Committee during my

reign as chairman. We have shepherded 11 wildlife bills through the committee

and the House of Representatives. Obviously, wildlife does not vote. But some-

body needs to represent them. I feel that is a moral obligation. To keep faith

with God, one must also keep faith with his creatures.

For more on the awards and a list of honorees, visit hslf.org.
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“As the only remaining developed nation in the word still using chimpanzees in invasive research, it is time for the

United States to join the rest of the world in ending [the practice.]” Those were the words of U.S. Reps. Edolphus

Towns, D-N.Y.; David Reichert, R-Wash.; James Langevin, D-R.I.; and Roscoe Bartlett, R-Md., in a recent letter

urging House leaders to move forward on the Great Ape Protection Act.

The four lawmakers wrote to U.S. Reps. Henry Waxman, D-Calif., and Frank Pallone Jr., D-N.J., who chair the

committee and subcommittee, respectively, where the legislation has been assigned. They noted the availability of

people-based models to replace expensive and unreliable research on chimpanzees, and they requested a hearing on

the bill “before it is too late for these animals, and before even more taxpayer dollars are squandered with little or no

benefit to humans.”

Join animal advocates around the nation in rallying support for the Great Ape Protection Act during HSLF’s next
Party Animals fundraiser on May 2. To sign up to host an event or find a party near you, visit hslf.org/partyanimals.

Rallying for Chimps

Jane Garrison was a signa-
ture-gathering powerhouse
during the 2008 Proposition

2 campaign in California.


