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CAMPAIGNING HANDBOOK

Hello
Thank you so much for deciding to become a Campaign Champion.

This guide is here to give you the how, what and why to campaigning 
with RSPB Scotland so that you feel confident to use your passion and 
step up for nature. But, if after having a read you feel you want some 
more support please email us champions.scotland@rspb.org.uk or 
phone 0131 317 4100. 

Contents
• What is the RSPB?
• What is campaigning?
• How can I help?
• How to use the media?
• What happens next?
• Glossary

Stuart Housden 
RSPB Director of Scotland
stuart.housden@rspb.org.uk
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Our nature reserves 
in Scotland include 
some of the wildest 
and most beautiful 
areas of the UK.

WHAT IS THE RSPB?
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What is the RSPB?
The RSPB is a wildlife conservation charity with over 1 million  
members, 85,000 of which are in Scotland. 
 
Formed in 1889, we protect, restore and manage important areas for 
the wildlife in the UK and work internationally for global conservation 
through partnerships and Birdlife International. We lobby decision  
makers on behalf of wildlife and the environment to make sure nature 
has the protection it needs.
 
In Scotland, we have over 80 reserves, which are home to an outstanding 
variety of species like golden eagles, otters, red squirrels, wintering 
geese and huge seabird colonies. We have enjoyed numerous conservation 
successes, from playing a key role in the reintroduction of white-tailed 
eagles and red kites to increasing the fortunes of corncrakes and all  
our work is based on extensive research so we can put forward practical 
solutions to help save nature. 
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CAMPAIGNING HANDBOOK

What is  
campaigning?
Campaigning is the process of creating change. Other names for  
it might be activism, influencing, persuading, protesting, lobbying  
or having a voice. The focus of campaigns can be global, regional  
or local. It can involve a huge group of people or just a few. But,  
whatever way, it’s about the actions of individuals collectively  
making an effort to bring about change.  

Campaigning really can make a difference
The first of many RSPB victories to better protect wildlife was a  
campaign to counter the barbaric trade in birds’ feathers for women’s  
hats. The fashion, in the late Victorian era, caused populations of  
egrets, great crested grebes, birds of paradise and other species  
to plummet despite concerns and efforts to protect them. 

A group of women who were moved by the plight of young birds left  
to starve in the nest after their parents had been shot, decided to  
refrain from wearing the plumes of any bird and discourage the wanton 
destruction of them. Some of the Society’s staunchest supporters  
were the very kind of people who might have been expected to wear 
the plumes – people such as the Duchess of Portland who became  
the Society’s first President. 

A number of other influential figures, including the leading ornithologist  
of the day, Professor Alfred Newton, lent their support to the cause, 
which gained widespread publicity and popularity, leading to a rapid 
growth in the Society’s membership and in 1922 a ban on importing 
plumes of any kind. 
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WHAT IS CAMPAIGNING?

Activism, influencing, 
persuading,  
protesting, lobbying  
or having a voice
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WHY IS CAMPAIGNING IMPORTANT?

We cannot continue 
to be succesful 
without the support 
of dedicated  
individuals like you
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Why is  
campaigning  
important?
Nature is in trouble. Climate change is aggravating existing  
threats such as habitat loss, and pollution. These pressures stem  
from unsustainable ways of living – a growing population consuming 
more of the planet’s finite resources - particularly in the world’s  
richer nations.

In the 124 years of our existence, RSPB has refused to be daunted  
by the scale of the problems we need to tackle. We work hard to  
improve the natural environment by influencing decision makers  
and mobilising public support for better wildlife legislation. We have  
had many successes and contributed much to UK and international  
conservation, some of which you can read about in this booklet.  
But, we cannot continue to be successful without the support of  
dedicated individuals like you.
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What makes a  
successful campaign?
Case study: Hunterston Power Station 
In November 2008, plans for a massive coal-fired power station  
on a protected site at Hunterston, North Ayrshire, were announced.  

We had very serious concerns about the damage this development 
would have caused to biodiversity and impacts it could have on the  
wider environment through the greenhouse gas emissions that would 
spew out of its chimneys. RSPB Scotland, in a coalition with other  
conservation groups and local residents, formally opposed the plans  
and started to campaign against the proposals.  
 
Over 22,000 people wrote to object to the plans, making their  
feelings clear to North Ayrshire Council. The Council voted to  
object to the plans, and after more campaigning telling the  
Scottish Government that 22,000 people said ‘No to Hunterston’  
the plans were dropped and the protected site remains intact  
on the west coast of Scotland – a massive win for campaigning  
and conservation. 
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Over 22,000 said 
‘No to Hunterston’ 
and the plans were 
dropped...
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HOW CAN I HELP?

Write to your local paper
Letters pages are one of the most read sections of a local newspaper, 
and can be the easiest way to get a piece published about a campaign. 
What’s more, a letter can be published at short notice. 

When you write remember to:
Find out what papers cover your area:  
including evening, daily or weekend  
publications, and what kind of stories  
they cover.

Read the letter pages of these papers:  
this will help you to pick up the style of  
the paper and enhance your chance of getting a letter printed. 

Keep it short, clear and simple: Your letter is much more likely  
to get published. It should be a maximum of 200 words.

Find out the printing deadline of the paper: This should be  
printed on the letters pages or on the website of the paper.
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How can I help?
Write to your MSP
It may seem a bit old fashioned, but a well written  
letter can often speak volumes. MSPs are very  
busy and will receive hundreds of emails and  
requests from campaigning organisations and  
lobby groups every day. A good letter from a  
constituent (see jargon buster for a definition) 
will quite often get more attention. This is, in part, because it clearly 
demonstrates that someone cares a lot about the subject. Also, as your 
elected representative, it is your MSPs duty to respond to your views.

When you write remember to:
Make it clear you are a constituent: MSPs are elected to help their con-
stituents. Make sure that you include your address on the letter so that 
the MSP knows that you live within their constituency or region when 
they respond to you.
            Be polite: it may seem obvious, but not  
             being rude goes a long way to getting  
                                                 your argument taken seriously. 

                                                 Be clear: make sure you are specific  
                                                  about what you are asking for. Don’t 
               confuse them by asking for too many 
                                                   things at once.

Keep it short: try and keep the letter to one side of A4. Before we ask 
you to write we will always provide you with a short briefing that outlines 
the issues and gives you some key points to include in your letter.
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Advertise our campaigns on social media
Social media are mobile and online technologies which allow 
individuals to communicate with each other.   
You could: Use twitter or facebook as a way of contacting 
your MSP. Retweet or share posts about our campaigns, 
or follow key people in the environmental sector to learn 
more about the movement
 

Face-to-Face campaigning to your MSP:
Statistics show that meeting with your MSP is the most effective way 
to influence them but we understand that it can be daunting. We will  
be running a training event at some point in the near future to help you 
gain some practical experience of lobbying. 
 
Where is the best place to meet my MSP?
Probably at one of their constituency surgery meetings. However, there 
are no strict rules on when, where and how frequently MSPs should 
hold constituency surgeries – some will have surgeries every week 
(usually on a Monday, Friday or Saturday), while others will hold monthly 
meetings. You may meet your MSP at their constituency office, or in  
a public building such as a library. For those of you living in larger  
  constituencies, your MSP may alter where they meet  
   constituents each week, in order to give people from  
    across the constituency a good chance of attending  
                   a surgery.  
 
    Every MSP has a web page that tells you when the  
     next date for a surgery is. Search for your MSP to 
     find out when their next meeting is. 
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HOW CAN I HELP?

Engaging the public in campaigning
We might ask you to distribute campaign materials like postcards 
or leaflets or gather names for a petition or pledge. Again we would 
always brief you on what the campaign issues is.

When you engage with the public:
Think about where people you want 
to speak to might be: shopping and  
community centres, markets, youth  
groups, universities, festivals, local  
community events are all opportunities  
to influence people and get a campaign  
message to the public. However it is important to seek permission 
first. If you are not sure about how to do this or which place might  
be best, give us a ring and we can help you decide. 
 
Be polite and friendly: remember you are representing RSPB Scotland 
and its important the public have a good impression of us. People are 
also much more likely to be interested in signing up to a campaign if 
you are polite. 
 
Listen to people’s concerns: If a member of the public disagrees with 
you, listen carefully to why and respond to their concerns. If you don’t 
know the answer to their question point them in the direction of the 
RSPB website to contact us. 
 
If a person is not interested leave them alone:  
Some people will be in a rush or want to have a 
think before supporting. Others will never agree 
with RSPB. The best thing to do is to give them 
a leaflet and thank them for their time.
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HOW CAN I HELP?

Telephone Lobbying 
There are sometimes occasions that call for lobbying your MSP  
at very short notice. Crucial votes in Parliament tend to be where  
this is mainly used, but it can also be a good way of discussing  
something with your MSP if you are unable to make a surgery visit.
 
When you call make sure you:
Plan what you are going to say: make some notes of key points  
to prevent you getting flustered. 
Be prepared to leave a message: make sure you leave you name  
and number so they can call you back. 
Introduce yourself: MSP offices will get lots of phone calls so  
make it clear you are a constituent.  
Find out who you are speaking to: You might need to follow up  
the call and generally it wont be the MSP who you speak to.   
Keep it short: MSP’s offices tend to be quite busy so they or their  
staff will want to know quickly what it is you want the MSP to do. 

What happens next?
If we haven’t already we will be contacting you  
soon with details of a welcome event for you to  
come along and hear about our latest campaigns 
and ask any questions you might have.Then it  
will be up to you to decide which activities you  
feel you will be able to help us with. We will  
keep you regularly updated with progress  
reports and briefings about how we are  
getting on and support you in your work.
 
If you have any questions please contact  
champions.scotland@rspb.org.uk
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Before the meeting
Research your MSP: You can find information on their key interests  
at www.scottish .parliament.uk/MSPs. We will also give you  
information on the campaign issue to inform your argument.  
Prepare a list of points you want to make: You are likely to only have 
5-10 minutes so you will probably need to keep strictly on track to  
make sure all your points are made. 
 
At the meeting
Make an effort: look presentable (this doesn’t 
necessarily mean wear a suit though), be  
punctual and thank the MSP for taking the  
time to meet you.  
Think about your body language: remember that this will have  
a big impact on the message that your MSP takes away. 
Listen: remember to show that you are open to counter-arguments  
but keep your agenda in mind.  
Take notes: it will be useful to make notes from the meeting so  
you remember what was discussed and what degree of concern  
your MSP has for the issues that you raise.  
Do not guess: it is better to be honest if you are unsure of something. 
RSPB staff are always happy to answer questions so please call us  
if you need further information. You can come back to or email your 
MSP with more information afterwards. 

After the meeting
Depending on what was agreed at the meeting, it’s usually a good idea 
to follow up the issue with your MSP.  How you do this really depends 
on the outcome of the meeting, but an email or telephone call may 
suffice. We would also like it if you could let us know how the meeting 
went by emailing champions.scotland@rspb.org.uk
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If you have any  
questions please  
call 0131 317 4100  
or contact  
champions.scotland 
@rspb.org.uk

RSPB Scotland is part of the RSPB, which speaks out  
for birds and wildlife, tackling problems that threaten  
our environment. Nature is amazing – help us keep it  
that way.  The Royal Society for the Protection of Birds 
(RSPB) is a registered charity:England and Wales  
no. 207076, Scotland no. SC037654.
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CAMPAIGNING HANDBOOK

Campaigning and lobbing MSPs can be 
confusing as they often use jargon and  
acronyms. Here’s a glossary of key terms  
we think might be useful to you when  
bringing campaigns to the attention of  
MSPs.Cabinet Secretary for Rural Affairs  
and the Environment: The Scottish Minister 
responsible for overseeing environmental 
affairs in Scotland. 

Committee: A small number of MSPs  
who scrutinise legislation and hold the  
Government to account on a particular topic. 

Constituency: An area for which a particular 
MSP is responsible. There are 73 in Scotland 

Devolution/devolved issues: Transfer of 
certain decision-making powers from a central 
government to a regional government.  
For example from London to Scotland.  

First Minister: 
The leader of the Scottish Government. 

Government: The highest body that  
administers the running of the country. 

Legislation: Any written law agreed to 
and given authority by a law-making body. 

List Member: Informal term for a Member 
of the Scottish Parliament elected from a 
region, not a constituency. 

Lobbying: Act of attempting to influence 
decisions made by officials in the parliament. 

Member: A Member of the Scottish  
Parliament (MSP). 

Minister: A member of the government. 

Motion: A statement that can be debated 
and voted on in the chamber; some motions 
are lodged to put a statement on the record 
and are not intended to be debated.  

Parliament: Holyrood; Where MSPs sit; a 
group of elected representatives that debate, 
scrutinize and decide upon legislation. 

Parliamentary Debate: A debate on a 
specific topic held at the Scottish Parliament, 
usually based on a motion. 

Parliamentary question: One means by 
which MSPs can seek information or  
explanation from Ministers. They can be  
written or verbally asked in the chamber 

Parliamentary recess: A period when the 
Parliament is not dissolved, but is not  
meeting for a particular length of time.  

Region: 7 MSPs are elected from each of  
the 8 regions in Scotland. MSPs elected this 
way are often referred to as List Members. 

Surgery: A one-to-one meeting that an MSP 
may have with his or her constituents.
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It made me feel very 
valued and gave me 
the confidence and 
support to go out 
and campaign.
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