
 
 

DIRECTIONS FOR FACILITATORS 
 

For Capitol Experience:  
• Adult advisory committee members will be the legislative aides for each group 
• Teen committee members will be the chairpersons for the legislative committee for each issue group.  
 
Purpose of Role Play 
• Give participant the opportunity to learn about the way policy is debated and shaped in the legislative 
 process.   
• Give participants the chance to experience what goes on at legislative committee meetings and to better 
 understand the roles of legislators, legislative staff and lobbyists. 
• Provide an opportunity to think about the differing views on an issue 
 
Learning and Life Skills 
• Responsible citizenship 
• Communication 
• Social skills 
• Contribution to group effort 
  
Background Information on the Role Play  
 
 About the roles: 
 Lobbyists—anyone who expresses an opinion on the bill: citizens, persons in governmental roles 
 (governor's office, executive departments) or persons representing particular groups (Michigan Education 
 Association, etc.). Note:  the roles were selected to provide differing view points. The specific 
 designations may or may not be exactly correct on a particular issue (e.g., the MEA may not have taken 
 this specific stand on this issue). 
 
 Legislators--These descriptions reflect the background of present members of the specific 
 committees...the information on age, gender, location, number of terms served, occupation and possibly 
 ethnic background, are given in order to help participants understand the differing viewpoints that are 
 represented on a committee. 
 
 Playing the roles: 
 Encourage participants to really "get into" their assigned roles.  There is no such thing as right or wrong 
 with this activity.  They should really try to think how a "male, Democrat, age 55 from Detroit" or a "female 
 Republican age 60 from Ann Arbor" will think about this issue.  (Note:  there are definitely more males on 
 the committees...female participants may need to act out male roles!) 
 
 About the issues: 
 The bills described in the role-plays were each selected in order to give participants a realistic idea of the 
 types of policy debate that might take place in this issue area. The information sheet for each issue 
 provides a brief explanation of the background and current status of the proposal. 

 

 Legislative Committee Role Play… 



 
 

Organizing the Role Play 
 
 Room arrangement/supplies:  
 • Chairs should be arranged behind a table for the committee members, aide and chairperson.   
 • Legislative aide and chairperson will sit in the middle of the table. 
 • Committee members will be given a "table tent" (provided in your large envelope).  They should write 
  Rep. or Sen. plus their own last name. 
 • Chairs for lobbyists can be arranged facing the table (audience or theater style). 
 • One chair  (to be used by the person giving testimony) should be placed between the lobbyist chairs 
  and the committee table.  
 • Give the lobbyists an index card to fill out...use own name and the title of assigned role (e.g. lobbyist, 
  Michigan Farm Bureau or citizen from Petoskey etc.) 
 
Getting started 
1) Distribute the role-play information sheet describing the issue (one per person) as your issue group 
  assembles. All participants will receive the same information. 
 
2) The committee member and lobbyist roles are numbered. An envelope with numbered slips is provided. 
 Once everyone assembles, have the group draw numbers to determine the roles that they will play. 
 Note: participants can trade roles if they choose. There may be more roles listed than people in the 
 group; use only the numbered roles. 
 
3) After roles are distributed and name tents or index cards filled in, allow participants time to think about 
 their roles and to plan their strategy. The adult committee member (legislative aide) should work with the 
 lobbyists and the teen chairperson talk with committee members. 
 
Steps for Acting Out the Role Play 
 
Committee meeting process: 
1. Chairperson calls meeting to order  
2. Legislative aide provides background information on bill 
3. Chairperson calls on lobbyists to testify; lobbyist needs to introduce self before beginning testimony 
4. Committee members can be called on to question lobbyists  
5. A brief break can be called midway in committee meeting in order to allow lobbyists informal time to 
 lobby the legislators 
6. After testimony is finished, the discussion can continue and the bill can be amended (i.e., changed). 
 See the following section titled Possible Outcomes When a Bill is in Committee. A legislator can offer 
 an amendment as a motion and it has to be seconded and voted on separately. 
7. When the vote is taken, the committee aide will call the roll and legislators can give reason for their 
 vote. 
8. When the vote is completed, chairperson can adjourn the committee meeting, but do not dismiss the 
 group at this point.  See “V. After the role play” on the next page. 

 

Legislative Committee Role Play… 



 
 

 
Possible Outcomes When a Bill is in Committee:  
The speaker of the house or the senate majority leader decides which committee (18 committees in the 
Senate, 22 in the House) will consider the bill. That decision is usually routine, but occasionally it is 
motivated by interest in how a bill will be treated in a particular committee. 
 
It is primarily the decision of the committee chairperson as to whether or not a bill is taken up for discussion 
after it has been assigned to a particular committee.  If a bill is taken up for discussion by the committee, 
strategies include: 
 
 • No further action occurs when there is discussion, but there is not enough support to vote it out of 
  committee. 
 
 • Amending the bill is one of the frequently used strategies during committee deliberation.  Amendments 
  may be brief and technical in nature (e.g. word choice) or they may change major portions of the bill. 
 
 • Substituting the bill occurs when there are a number of amendments and the bill is essentially re-
  written. 
 
 • Reporting (passing) the bill occurs if a majority of the members on the committee approve the bill for 
  further action by the full senate or house. 
 
 • Referring the bill to another committee most frequently occurs if there are constitutional or financial 
  issues that need to be resolved. 
 
 • Defeating a bill ocurs when the majority of members vote against the bill. 
 
After the role play 
Use some time with the group to discuss the process that took place. (Refer to your sheet of "Issues for 
Further Discussion.") 
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Legislation: Senate Bill 289–Senator Birkholz 
 
Committee: Senate Committee on Natural Resources and Environmental Affairs 
 
This Bill Would: amend the state’s “Natural Resources and Environmental Protection Act” to add a new 
section, establishing a permitting system for owners of wells that produce more than 70 gallons per minute 
of water. This would apply primarily to larger industrial agricultural operations. 
 
Background/Problem: During the past three years there have been an increased number of conflicts over 
groundwater. Lower amounts of precipitation and shallow acquifers have caused some major problems 
involving high capacity water users and residents in Saginaw, Monroe and Oakland County.  Major irrigation 
operations and large farm operations have contributed to the problems in some localities. 
 
Bills were introduced in both houses of the legislature in 2002 to establish a permitting system. There was 
considerable discussion, but no action was taken. A bill was introduced in January of 2003 in the House that 
would take an entirely different approach. It does not require a permit, but rather, outlines a set of 
procedures to resolve groundwater conflicts. It calls for the Department of Agriculture to investigate a 
complaint situation. If the department determines that best practices were not being followed, and an 
agreement cannot be reached between owners, then the case is sent to the Department of Environmental 
Quality. An emergency order could be issued and fines up to $1000 per day could be levied.  

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
*This is an actual bill, introduced on March 11, 2003.  It was signed into law by the Governor in July 2003. 
 

 

 Issue Groups:  Agriculture 

Basic Policy Question for Discussion: Should the state establish a permit 
system in order to protect the groundwater supply for all users? 



 
 

ROLES FOR LEGISLATIVE COMMITTEE MEMBERS 
 

Suggestions for playing the role of a legislative committee member 
 Legislators should consider the needs of their own constituents. 
 Legislators should be prepared to ask questions of those giving testimony and to discuss the issue with 

the other legislators on the committee. 
 Legislators should be able to explain their viewpoint on the issue when the committee vote is taken. 
 Don't be afraid to make up explanations and questions as you go along.  There is no "right" way to 

perform your role. 
 
Notes on this issue 
Issues like this do not generally split strictly on political party lines. Legislators need to be responsive to the 
concerns of their constituents, but when they have constituents who feel strongly on opposite sides of this 
issue, it makes it more difficult to deal with. Republicans generally tend to favor less government 
intervention, fewer requirements for how businesses operate. However, there is also growing environmental 
awareness. 
 
Committee roles* 
1. Chairperson: Female, Republican, 1st term in Senate, 3 terms in House; former county treasurer; 
 Holland. Note: this is the sponsor of the bill. 
  
 Suggestions for chairing the meeting:  Before the meeting begins, ask the legislative committee aide 
 (the adult facilitator for your issue group) to have lobbyists who want to testify fill out information cards. 
 You may sort cards to determine the order of testimony, that is, who will testify first, second, etc. 
  
 The committee chair will: 

 Call the meeting to order. 
 State the bill number and intent. Note that the committee is considering whether or not to pass the 

bill out of committee. 
 Request that the legislative aide begin the meeting by giving information to legislators.  Ask for 

questions from legislators. 
 Call on persons to testify.  Each lobbyist has up to five minutes to give testimony.  Recognize 

legislators who want to ask questions of those testifying. 
 Before the vote, call on legislators who want to discuss the issue. 
 At the end of the meeting, call for the vote.  Ask each legislator to state his or her name and say 

why they voted a specific way. 
   
2. Male, Republican, age 50, 1st term in Senate, former prosecuting attorney and county commissioner in 
 Wayne County 
3. Male, Republican, age 55, 1st term, former agriculture teacher, farmer, Sturgis (St. Joseph County) 
4. Male, Republican, age 56, 1st term in Senate, former school superintendent, Muskegon 
5. Female, Democrat, age 52, 1st term in Senate, also served in House, former teacher and former mayor, 
 city of Ann Arbor, environmental activist 
6.    Male, Democrat, age 56, 1st term, former small business owner, Warren 
 
* The Republican Party has a majority in the Michigan Senate; Republicans chair all committees and have more 
members on each committee. 
 
 

Issue Groups:  Agriculture 



 
 

Lobbyist Roles*. 
7.   Lobbyist, Michigan Farm Bureau-OPPOSES–he favors the House bill that would establish procedures 
 for dealing with complaints. He says that most agricultural producers follow best management practices 
 and that complaints occur very rarely. 
 
8. Lobbyist, Sierra Club–SUPPORTS–argues that the increasing number of large animal agriculture 
 operations in the state are threatening the safety of the water supply. This group feels strongly that a 
 permitting systems for water use is one positive step in protecting the state’s groundwater. 
 
9. Trustee, Brady Township Board–SUPPORTS–she talks about the conflict that has arisen in her 
 township between residents and a large farm operator. She feels that it is crucial for the state to step in 
 and establish a permit system that would pay for oversight and inspection. 
 
10. Lobbyist, Michigan Environmental Council–SUPPORTS–feels that a permit system is a first step, but 
 also feels that there need to be several other bills passed to place stronger restrictions on the water 
 usage of agricultural and industrial users. 
 
11. Farmer, northern Oakland County–OPPOSES-he talks about how his family has been operating this 
 farm operation for three generation. They carefully follow good water management practices. However, 
 with the urbanization of the area, the expectations of his neighbors have changes. He feels strongly that 
 such a permit system would penalize him unfairly and threaten his operation 
 
12. Lobbyist, Michigan Township Association-OPPOSES–supports the concept, but will not support the bill 
 until there is an amendment which would exempt municipal water supplies. 
 
13. Lobbyist, Michigan Manufacturers Association–OPPOSES–acknowledges that most of the focus with 
 this bill is on farm operations, but there are a number of small industrial sites that would also be 
 affected. He says that this permit system would unfairly penalize those owners, and would increase the 
 cost of doing business in Michigan. 
 
*These folks are all lobbying for a position, whether or not they represent a particular group or just themselves 

 

Issue Groups:  Agriculture 

  



 
 
5.  

 
 

ISSUES FOR FURTHER DISCUSSION 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
1. Do you think most farmers are likely to follow the "best management practices? 
 
2. How do you view the attitudes of the neighbors of farm operations? 
 
3. Do you think there might be any problems that occur with implementing this bill? 
 
4. Are there other groups that might have concerns on this issue? 

 
5. This committee has a large percentage of non-farm members and a large percentage of new members. 
 Do you   think that the lack of “historical perspective” and/or the lack of familiarity with farming will make 
 a difference as to the way committee members will vote? 

 
 

Issue Groups:  Agriculture 

Basic Policy Question for Discussion: Should the state establish a permit 
system in order to protect the groundwater supply for all users? 



ISSUE GROUP: CRIMINAL SENTENCING AND PRISON FACILITIES 
 
Legislation:   House Bill 5394–Representative McConico 
 
Committee: House Criminal Justice 
 
This Bill Would:  amend the Michigan Corrections Code to change the penalties for people who are found 
guilty of possessing, manufacturing, delivering, or creating certain specified amounts of narcotics or 
cocaine. This bill spells out sentences and fines for possession or delivery of specific amounts but it gives 
more discretion to the judges in deciding the sentence.  
 
Background/Problem: In 1978, Michigan passed laws establishing “mandatory minimums,” which 
included a sentence of life without parole for those convicted of having 650 grams or more of narcotics. The 
intent was to apprehend “drug kingpins.” That law was later amended to require that the person convicted 
serve at least 20 years. Questions and concerns have been raised through the years as to whether the 
“mandatory minimums” were really successful in incarcerating the “drug kingpins” or whether it simply 
meant that people who were the “runners” ended up being imprisoned for very long periods. In this time of 
rapidly rising costs for the state’s correction system, people supporting this bill feel that Michigan needs to 
look for alternative approaches to long sentences for drug related crimes. 
 
 
Note: A YES vote means changing the sentencing procedures for people convicted of a drug related crime; 
a NO vote means leaving the mandatory minimums in place. 
 
 
Basic Policy Question for Discussion: Should the state be more flexible in sentencing people 

convicted of crimes involving drugs? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Legislation:   House Bill 5394–Representative McConico 
 
Committee: House Criminal Justice 
 
This Bill Would:  amend the Michigan Corrections Code to change the penalties for people who are found 
guilty of possessing, manufacturing, delivering, or creating certain specified amounts of narcotics or cocaine. 
This bill spells out sentences and fines for possession or delivery of specific amounts but it gives more 
discretion to the judges in deciding the sentence.  
 
Background/Problem: In 1978, Michigan passed laws establishing “mandatory minimums,” which included 
a sentence of life without parole for those convicted of having 650 grams or more of narcotics. The intent 
was to apprehend “drug kingpins.” That law was later amended to require that the person convicted serve at 
least 20 years. Questions and concerns have been raised through the years as to whether the “mandatory 
minimums” were really successful in incarcerating the “drug kingpins” or whether it simply meant that people 
who were the “runners” ended up being imprisoned for very long periods. In this time of rapidly rising costs 
for the state’s correction system, people supporting this bill feel that Michigan needs to look for alternative 
approaches to long sentences for drug related crimes. 
 
 
Note: A YES vote means changing the sentencing procedures for people convicted of a drug related crime; 
a NO vote means leaving the mandatory minimums in place. 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

*This is part of a package of bills that was approved by the legislature in December 2002. 
 

 Issue Groups:  Criminal Sentencing and Prison Facilities 

Basic Policy Question for Discussion: Should the state be more  
flexible in sentencing people convicted of crimes involving drugs? 



  
 

ROLES FOR LEGISLATIVE COMMITTEE MEMBERS 
 

Suggestions for playing the role of a legislative committee member 
 Legislators should consider the needs of their own constituents. 
  Legislators should be prepared to ask questions of those giving testimony and to discuss the issue with 

the other legislators on the committee. 
  Legislators should be able to explain their viewpoint on the issue when the committee vote is taken. 
  Don't be afraid to make up explanations and questions as you go along. There is no "right" way to 

perform your role. 
 
Notes on this issue 
Republicans tend to be more strict about criminal sentences; Democrats tend to look at alternative 
approaches. How a person votes on this often has more to do with their experiences with the criminal justice 
system. The current interest in this bill appears to be driven by the idea of reducing, over time, the number 
of people that are in the prison system. 
 
Committee Roles* 
1. Chairperson-- Female, Republican, age 35, 1st term, former prosecuting attorney,  Warren 
 
 Suggestions for chairing the meeting:  Before the meeting begins, ask the legislative committee aide 
 (the adult facilitator for your issue group) to have lobbyists who want to testify fill out information cards. 
 You may sort cards to determine the order of testimony, that is, who will testify first, second, etc. 
  
 The committee chair will: 

 Call the meeting to order. 
 State the bill number and intent. Note that the committee is considering whether or not to pass the 

bill out of committee. 
 Request that the legislative aide begin the meeting by giving information to legislators.  Ask for 

questions from legislators. 
 Call on persons to testify.  Each lobbyist has up to five minutes to give testimony.  Recognize 

legislators who want to ask questions of those testifying. 
 Before the vote, call on legislators who want to discuss the issue. 
 At the end of the meeting, call for the vote.  Ask each legislator to state his or her name and say 

why they voted a specific way.  
   
2. Male, Republican, age 50, 1st term, former police officer, attorney, Saginaw 
3. Female, Republican,  age 39,  2nd term, attorney, Grosse Pointe 
4. Male, Republican, age 43, 2nd term, former county probation officer, Macomb County 
5. Democrat, Female, age 47, 3rd term, attorney, East Lansing area 
6. Democrat, Male, age 49, 1st term, former county commissioner, Allen Park (Detroit area) 
 
*The Republican Party has a majority in the Michigan House of Representatives; Republicans chair all committees and 
there are more Republican members on the committees. 

 

Issue Groups:  Criminal Sentencing and Prison Facilities 



  
 

Lobbyist Roles* 
7. Director, Michigan Dept. of Corrections--OPPOSES–expresses concern about how quickly this piece of 
 legislation is moving at the end of a legislative session. He feels that the issue is one that needs to be 
 addressed but there needs to be more careful study and consideration of alternatives. 
 
8. Executive Director, Michigan Association of Chiefs of Police--OPPOSES–fears that this legislation will 
 lead to decriminalization of drugs; favors changes in specific sentences. 
 
9. Executive Director, Michigan Council Against Crime and Delinquency--SUPPORTS--feels that this is a 
 very positive step in adapting sentences to the specific situation; also encourages legislature to put 
 more emphasis on treatment, less on punishment. 
 
10. Representative, Families Against Mandatory Minimums–SUPPORTS–talks about the experiences of 
 many members of this group; feels that the current law is excessively harsh. 
 
11. Representative, Citizen’s Committee in Flint-OPPOSES-feels that the state needs to send as clear a 
 message on drugs as possible, and mandatory minimums does that. 
 
12. Professor, MSU School of Criminal Justice–SUPPORTS–presents data showing how mandatory 
 minimums have increased the prison and probation systems; also shows that they appear not to stop 
 people from committing a crime involving drugs. 
 
13. Executive Director, Michigan Association of Licensed Substance Abuse Organizations– SUPPORTS–
 talks about Michigan needs to be more proactive in emphasizing drug treatment; talks about how 
 treatment is not a priority in the prison system. 
 
14. Mother of Prisoner from Muskegon–SUPPORTS–talks about how her son was arrested and sentenced 
 to 40 years for possession; he was 20 at the time, a first offense and simply transporting something for a 
 friend. 
 
*These folks are all lobbying for a position, whether or not they are representing a particular group or just themselves. 
These are not necessarily the positions taken by each of these groups. 

 

Issue Groups:  Criminal Sentencing and Prison Facilities 


