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BUILDING RELATIONSHIPS WITH LEGISLATORS

PAYS HUGE
DIVIDENDS
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OUR RESPONDENTS:

SUSIE KURUVILLA, CPA, CPRP, EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR, GURNEE PARK DISTRICT

Susie Kuruvilla, currently serving as the executive director at the
Gurnee Park District, has over 25 years of experience in a
leadership role in the park and recreation field. Susie is a Certified
Public Accountant (CPA), who entered the park and recreation
field as a finance director and subsequently moved into the
executive director role eighteen years ago. Susie currently serves
on the NRPA board as treasurer. She is a board member for HR
Source as well as the committee chair for PDRMA Health Benefit
Committee. Susie is also an active member of the IAPD Joint
Legislative Committee.

CARRIE FULLERTON, EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR, ARLINGTON HEIGHTS PARK DISTRICT

Carrie A. Fullerton has 30+ years of experience, and serves as the
executive director of the Arlington Heights Park District. She also served
as the executive director at the Bloomingdale Park District and Village of
Hinsdale. Carrie is a Fellow of the American Academy for Park and
Recreation Administration and served as dhairman of the board of
directors for IPRA. She also served as chair of the NRPA National
Revenue School, and as the president of the University of Illinois
Department of RST Alumni Advisory Board. Carrie has received the
“Honored Professional Award” from IAPD, the “Robert Artz Lifetime
Achievement Award” and “Professional of the Year Award” from IPRA.

Greg S. Lewis has been a committed leader in the New Lenox Community Park
District since he joined in July 1989. Serving as executive director since 2000, he
has been instrumental in the district's expansion and progress. Under his
guidance, the park district has obtained over $4.5 million in OSLAD grants,
enabling the construction and enhancement of numerous parks for the
community's benefit. Additionally, he was key in securing $2.5 million in PARC
funding for the Lincolnway Special Recreation Association building, which has
improved recreational opportunities for all. In acknowledgment of his significant
contributions, Greg received the IAPD Honored Professional Award in January
2014. His dedication to parks and recreation continues to play a vital role in
shaping New Lenox into a vibrant, active community.
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1. WHY IS IT IMPORTANT FOR MY AGENCY TO BE INVOLVED IN GRASSROOTS ADVOCACY?

SUSIE KURUVILLA

Building and maintaining strong relationships with
legislators is essential. I've learned that these relationships
vary, as the connection we establish with each legislator
depends on individual dynamics. With recent redistricting
and new legislators joining, it can sometimes be
challenging, but maintaining a positive relationship
remains a top priority. When legislators think about the
district, it's important that they do so with a positive
impression.

These relationships are especially valuable when IAPD is
working on legislation and needs support from local
legislators. It's often more effective for individual agencies
to reach out directly to their own legislators rather than
relying solely on IAPD to communicate on their behalf.
Legislators need to hear how their constituents feel about
specific issues, and strong relationships help ensure that
message is conveyed clearly and effectively.

1zone

Imaging

CARRIE A. FULLERTON

If you have a solid relationship with your legislator, they
will definitely want to hear from you regarding certain
pieces of legislation. Most recently the proposed bill that
paid lifeguards over $20/hour would have increased the
budget of our agency by almost $500k. Writing letters,
emails and phone communications with our legislators
assisted in this bill not passing. The impact of this would
have had a very negative impact to our budget, and ability
to continue to offer certain services.

Additionally, you may need a very particular piece of
legislation for your agency and these relationships can help
you make this happen. We passed a referendum at an
agency | worked for, and unfortunately the public notice
from the county was published a few days too early, which
could have negated the entire referendum! We worked our
legislators and other agencies affected to pass a very
particular piece of legislation to address this issue.
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GREG S. LEWIS

Legislators depend on direct communication with their
constituents to grasp local needs and priorities. For the
New Lenox Community Park District (NLCPD), grassroots
advocacy is crucial in highlighting the vital role of park
development in improving quality of life. Through
ongoing engagement, NLCPD has effectively partnered
with IAPD to shape important legislation and obtain
necessary resources for park districts statewide.
Participating in events such as Parks Day at the Capitol
has played a significant role in maintaining funding for
OSLAD Grants in the state budget.

2, HOW DO | GET INVOLVED IN THE
LEGISLATIVE PROCESS?

SUSIE KURUVILLA

My interest in the legislative process began early in my
career in parks and recreation. Shortly after | joined the
district, legislation was introduced to correct a disparity
in how the Debt Service Extension base was calculated
for certain park districts, including ours. My predecessor
and | met with our legislators multiple times to advocate
for its approval, resulting in a significant positive impact
on a district's future. This experience highlighted the
value of being actively involved in the legislative process
early on for me.

CARRIE A. FULLERTON

Staying apprised of legislative issues is key to the role of
leadership staff and the Board. The legislative process is
not only powerful, but also interesting. |IAPD provides
numerous resources including legislative alerts, breakfast
events and updates to track what's happening in
Springfield that may affect your agency. Early in my
career as an executive director, | knew this was an area |
needed to get up to speed on as quickly as possible. A
colleague and | booked an appointment in Springfield
with Peter Murphy and Jason Anselment who were kind
enough to walk us through the process of how bills move
through the system to potentially become law, and what
opportunities | would have to impact this legislation
along the way.

GREG S. LEWIS

Engaging in the legislative process as a park district
requires a strategic approach that focuses on
relationship-building and remaining informed. Monitoring
news stories and legislation that could impact parks and
recreation is crucial. Inviting legislators to tour your parks
and participate in community events can create
meaningful connections, allowing them to experience
firsthand the value your district brings to the community.
Keeping them informed about your district's initiatives
through newsletters, updates, and invitations is also
important. By maintaining active engagement, you
ensure that your park district's needs and successes are
included in the legislative dialogue.

3. HOW DO | CREATE A RELATIONSHIP
WITH MY LEGISLATOR?

SUSIE KURUVILLA

The relationships | have with each legislator are unique,
shaped by the common interests or personal connections
we share. Some connections develop naturally, while
others require more effort to build. Regardless, my goal
is to ensure that when they hear about me or the district,
it leaves a positive impression. | am careful not to
burden legislators with unrelated issues or question their
stance on matters outside of park district concerns. In
other words, | avoid getting involved in politics and
respect each legislator for the role they serve. While |
may not always agree with their positions, as long as
those positions do not negatively affect the district, |
remain neutral.

CARRIE A. FULLERTON

Remember that legislators are people just like us. They
have families, hobbies, special interests, etc. that allow
you to connect with them on a different level. My
relationship with each legislator is different. Some enjoy
being very informed on what's happening at my agency
on a regular basis, while others may prefer more
infrequent communication. Communication preferences
are important to understand — email, phone, text,
letters...find out how your legislator prefers to
communicate. Some would like you to reach out to
them directly, while others prefer that you go through
their staff. Each brochure season we send our legislators
a folder with the news program guide and passes to
some of our facilities and events, to keep them in the
loop.
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Relationships with a legislators should not only involve
what you need from them, but also what you can do for
them. Legislators look for valuable opportunities to
connect with their constituents in their jurisdiction such as
park/facility ribbon-cutting events, agency special events,
etc. Invite your legislators and their staff to your events.
Let them know if there will be an opportunity to address
the crowd and/or if you've invited the press.

GREG S. LEWIS

Creating a strong and effective relationship with legislators
requires intentional engagement. Clear communication and
ongoing collaboration are essential when engaging with
your legislator. Begin by researching their personal and
professional interests, legislative priorities, and past
involvement with community issues. This understanding
will enable you to tailor your approach effectively.
Additionally, identify their preferred communication
methods, whether they favor email, phone calls, or in-
person meetings.

Proven for
Park Districts

Initiate contact by introducing your park district through a
formal letter or email that highlights your role within the

IPRF is the Leader in community. Request a face-to-face meeting to discuss your
y . district's initiatives and their impact on the community.
Workers Compensatlon Coverage Extending invitations to park district events, such as ribbon
cuttings, community festivals, or groundbreaking
ceremonies, can further strengthen your relationship.

Since our Inception In 1985, the lllinois Public Risk

Fund has Invited public entitles and government 4. HOW DO | APPROACH LEGISLATORS
agencies to examine our outstanding record for cost-
effective workers' compensation coverage. Today, over WITH ISSUES?
700 risk managers rely on IPRF for:
SUSIE KURUVILLA
| ensure that my interactions with legislators focus more on
» 24/7/365 Claim Reporting positive engagement than on presenting issues. By
* In-house Nurse Case Management . fostering positive connections throughout the year, it
* Aggressive subrogation program which will include becomes easier to address concerns when they arise. One
members out of pocket expenses. way we support our legislators is by offering them

* Loss Control training and support that Includes an
extensive library of online training courses, simulator
training and sample safety guides.

* |IPRF members can select their own defense counsel
subject to IPRF's litigation management process and through t_ext messages or phone calls. For the othe_rs,
approval. commumca_tlon pnmanly takes place through emails and

. Dedicated Claims Team occasional in-person visits.

* Prescription Drug Programs

opportunities to connect with their constituents through
invitations to various events. I've known two of our
legislators for some time, and we frequently communicate

CARRIE A. FULLERTON

This relationship should be a two-way street. A legislator
PROUDLY SERVING THE PUBLIC SECTOR may call you for guidance on a particular bill, and may

even call you from the floor of the House or Senate.

Always take their call if you can, you never know if time is
of the essence on their issue.

ILLINOIS PUBLIC RISK FUND

www.IPRF.com (800)289-IPRF (708)429-6300 (708)429-6488 Fax
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GREG S. LEWIS

Engaging with legislators on important issues requires a
strategic and thoughtful approach. To effectively convey
requests or concerns, a park district should start by
thoroughly understanding the issue at hand. This
involves gathering relevant facts, data, and community
feedback to fully grasp the potential legislative impacts.
Anticipating questions and counterarguments from
legislators will also prepare you for a productive
discussion.

Clear and concise communication is essential. Schedule
a formal meeting with the legislator or their staff to
discuss your concerns. Present the issue succinctly,
articulating its significance and impact on the
community. Using visuals or handouts can enhance your
message. Additionally, propose actionable solutions,
such as supporting a specific bill or advocating for
funding.

Establishing a collaborative partnership with the
legislator is vital. Show your park district's commitment
to working together on shared goals and offer valuable
resources, such as data or expert insights, to assist them
in decision-making.

5. WHAT DO | DO TO CULTIVATE THE
RELATIONSHIP ONCE IT IS ESTABLISHED?

SUSIE KURUVILLA

The district actively engages with legislators by inviting
them to various events and maintaining regular
communication without being overbearing. We make it a
point to visit them in Springfield at least once a year
during the Legislative Conference. Additionally, we
frequently attend IAPD Legislative Breakfasts and have
even hosted a few ourselves. When we first launched our
walking program, “GO Gurnee,” the administrative team
personally visited each legislator to extend an invitation
to the launch and request their support. Every legislator
attended the event and showed tremendous enthusiasm
for our initiative.

CARRIE A. FULLERTON

Don't just contact legislators when you want something.

Send PR to the district, extend invitations to park district
events and activities, share the spotlight, highlight them

in your publications and send them a copy

GREG S. LEWIS

Maintaining consistent communication with legislators is
crucial for fostering strong relationships and ensuring
support for park district initiatives. Regular updates
through newsletters, project updates, and event
invitations keep legislators informed about ongoing
activities. Engaging with advocacy groups, such as the
[llinois Association of Park Districts, enhances these
efforts and provides a platform for collective action.
Collaboration on community goals is essential. It's
important to present district initiatives in ways that align
with the legislator's priorities, whether that be
environmental conservation, youth development, or
public health. Offering assistance through testimonials or
relevant data can further strengthen this partnership.

A prime example of the positive outcomes of such
collaboration is the renovation of The Sanctuary Golf
Course. The expansion of the grass driving range, short
game and putting green practice area, along with the
new heated 20-bay TopTracer Driving Range indoor
facility, not only emphasizes the economic benefits that
legislators can advocate for but also demonstrates the
positive impact on the community.

Celebrating the support of legislators helps to reinforce
these relationships. Publicly recognizing their
contributions at events or through various publications
showcases their importance to the park district's
success. Sharing their involvement in newsletters, social
media, or press releases ensures that their efforts are
highlighted. Building a long-term relationship requires
consistency in engagement. It's beneficial to reach out to
legislators regularly, not solely when assistance is
needed. Fostering mutual benefits by advocating for their
goals when appropriate can establish a reciprocal
partnership. Cultivating trust through transparency and
open communication lays a solid foundation for ongoing
collaboration.

www.lLparks.org March/April 2025 19



OUR SUCCESS WITH OSLAD GRANTS
IS A TESTAMENT TO THE STRONG,
COLLABORATIVE RELATIONSHIPS
WE'VE BUILT WITH OUR LEGISLATORS.
THEY'VE BEEN INSTRUMENTAL IN
HELPING US CREATE SPACES THAT
TRULY ENRICH THE LIVES OF OUR

RESIDENTS.

6. OUTCOMES

SUSIE KURUVILLA
Last year, | reached out to Senator Adriane Johnson and

Representative Joyce Mason to seek their support for our

capital projects. Both of them submitted line-item grant
requests, resulting in $950,000 in funding for the
district from the State of lllinois. I've intentionally
refrained from seeking financial assistance from them on

a regular basis, which made their contribution even more

generous.

CARRIE A. FULLERTON

A direct, positive outcome our agency experienced as a
result of our relationships with our legislators is the
many inclusions we've had in capital bill resources
realizing hundreds of thousands of dollars in much-
needed capital money. The best way to access this is to
meet annually with your legislators to share a catalog of
your capital needs (with photos) and cost estimates.
Many times a particular project will resonate with a
legislator and they will ensure your inclusion in
upcoming capital bills. Having this catalog ready, and
regularly editing it to keep it current is a sure fire way to
be prepared for any meeting opportunities that come
your way.
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GREG S. LEWIS

The benefits of NLCPD's strong legislative relationships
are evident in the success of key projects funded by
OSLAD grants within the last few years:

e Sky Harbor: Legislators championed funding for this
project, recognizing its community value.

e Hibernia Park Phase 2: Collaboration with legislators
enabled significant enhancements, offering expanded
recreational opportunities.

* Water Chase Park: Legislative support was pivotal in
securing funding, and transforming a community vision
into reality.

e Sharon's Bay Renovation: Legislators understood the
importance of inclusive, updated facilities, leading to
successful grant approval.

Our success with OSLAD grants is a testament to the
strong, collaborative relationships we've built with our
legislators. They've been instrumental in helping us
create spaces that truly enrich the lives of our residents.
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