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 This summer, I interned with the Muslim Public Affairs Council (MPAC) at their office 

in Washington D.C. This non-profit policy and advocacy organization was originally founded in 

California in 1988 and only about ten years ago was it decided that a separate branch in D.C. 

should be opened. One of MPAC’s goals is to work for the “civil rights of American Muslims”1 

and the organization believed that in order to fully affect change on an institutional level that 

would affect individuals nationwide, there needed to be a presence in Washington D.C. One of 

my main roles at the MPAC office in D.C. was meeting with congressional staffers on Capitol 

Hill to push pieces of legislation that would help improve the civil rights of American Muslims. 

In this paper, I will be writing about one resolution and one bill that I, along with other MPAC 

members, worked on in pushing them to get passed by the House. Although MPAC is not a 

formal lobby, this process of advocating for pieces of legislation gave me a good glimpse as to 

how companies and corporations influence Capitol Hill in seeking to convince congress people 

of their respective interests. 

 Upon starting my position at MPAC in June 2016, I soon became aware of a resolution 

introduced in the House by Representative Donald Beyer of Virginia entitled “Condemning 

violence, bigotry, and hateful rhetoric towards Muslims in the United States.”2 Essentially, the 

goal of this resolution was for Congress to take a public stance in denouncing Islamophobia 

while also recognizing the positive contributions of American Muslims within U.S. society. This 

resolution was introduced into the House Judiciary Committee on December 17th, 2015 and it 

can only be moved past the committee stage to be a resolution to be voted on by the entire House 

if the committee believes it is legitimate enough. In this case, a resolution would primarily gain 

legitimacy by gaining a lot of cosponsors. However, at the time when I first looked up this 

																																																													
1 http://www.mpac.org/about.php  
2 https://www.govtrack.us/congress/bills/114/hres569  
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resolution in June 2016, there were 145 Democrats who co-sponsored this resolution and 

absolutely zero Republicans. Although it felt like a lost cause to try to push for this resolution 

since it lacked any form of bipartisan support, our MPAC office was still keen on meeting with 

congressional staffers to convince both Republicans and additional Democrats to sign on. 

 Why was MPAC investing efforts on pushing for a resolution that had been in committee 

for several months and gained absolutely no bipartisan support? Initially, the obvious answer to 

me was that because this resolution had to do specifically with Muslims, MPAC needed to be at 

the forefront in raising awareness about the resolution to other members of Congress. However, I 

soon learned that in D.C., much of the work that is done is to build rapport with specific 

individuals so that those relationships can be utilized to one’s advantage in the future. 

Representative Donald Beyer is an outspoken supporter of American Muslim rights in America 

and MPAC believed that in order for itself, a small non-profit Muslim organization to gain 

legitimacy as an actual voice for the American Muslim people on Capitol Hill, it needed to 

develop strong ties with members of Congress whose interests aligned with the organization. 

Although Donald Beyer may have stances in regards to other issues that MPAC leaders may 

disagree with, he was pushing forth the American Muslim voice and MPAC needed to be sure to 

develop a strong relationship with him so that in the future, other members of Congress can 

recognize that MPAC has a good standing with people in government. 

 How does this process work of reaching out to a member of Congress to see if they 

would like to support a bill? Although it appears complicated, the process is relatively 

straightforward. Each day, I sat down with MPAC’s Policy Analyst, Saif Inam, and together we 

would first research members of the House, typically Democrats, to see who would be likely to 

get behind such a resolution. Our research involved looking at House Representative’s stances on 
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previous issues regarding Muslims, religion, and anything to do with minorities. Based on how 

these representatives voted in the past on certain issues, Saif and I would be able to tell which 

offices would be worth reaching out to. 

 Now, each Congressional office has several roles, the lower being a Legislative Assistant 

or Legislative Counsel and the higher being a Legislative Director or the Chief of Staff. Within 

each office, an LA or an LC would be in charge of different categories of affairs and depending 

on which person dealt with issues of religion, our goal was to email that person directly of the 

office of the Representative whose support we wanted. MPAC uses this website called 

LegiStorm in which one can research every member of Congress, all the people both past and 

present that have worked in their office, and what categories of bills each member within an 

office specializes in. In our case, this resolution fell under the category of “International Affairs.” 

So for example, when we wanted to contact U.S. Representative Richard Hanna of New York, 

we went to LegiStorm and found out that Nick Stewart, a Legislative Assistant was in charge of 

“International Affairs.” I then drafted an email to Nick requesting for MPAC to have a meeting 

with him in regards to H.Res. 569 and these emails are typically only a few sentences long. I will 

provide a sample email later in the paper as to what exactly would be written. 

 One thing that surprised me throughout this process is how promptly these congressional 

staffers would respond. After sending an email to schedule a meeting, our MPAC office would 

receive a response usually within a day or two. Once a time and date is coordinated in which Saif 

and I were free to go meet with a specific person from a congressional office, further research 

needed to be conducted. Now, I had to compile any recent accomplishments e.g. bills passed, 

awards received etc. of the member of Congress whose office was visiting in order to help us 

better ease ourselves into the conversation of the resolution during our meeting. Saif was also big 
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on making sure we highlighted anything positive the congress member may have done for the 

Muslim community and telling their office how much we appreciated that. 

 On the days of our meetings with congressional staffers, Saif and I would be sure to wear 

formal business attire. Upon entering a congress person’s office, we would usually be seated in 

some room within the office with the person we contacted. The meetings themselves lasted about 

15 minutes at max. They would begin with Saif talking about how thankful MPAC was for 

something the congress member may have done or highlighting something commendable that the 

congress person had done recently. We would slowly transition into talking about the resolution 

and would provide the congressional staffer a hard copy of the bell as well to look over. In some 

cases, there were offices that were immediately on board in supporting the piece of legislation 

we were presenting, thus shortening our prepared 15-minute meeting time to five minutes. In 

these cases, Saif was keen on making sure to utilize the full time he had in a congress person’s 

office to talk more about MPAC’s mission and goals since any exposure of MPAC to people on 

Capitol Hill was quite valuable. The meetings would end with the staffer saying that they would 

be in contact with us and would let us know within a week or so if the piece of legislation was 

something their member of Congress would be willing to support. In regards to following up, 

Saif would usually send a thank-you note 24-48 hours after the meeting and then the process of 

looking up more members of Congress began again.  

 One issue I experienced with regards to this process was the time and effort it took just to 

coordinate a meeting with an office of Congress because even after the meeting, nothing was 

guaranteed in regards to whether our piece of legislation would gain another co-sponsor. 

Granted, part of this issue is the fact that MPAC is quite small and is the primary informal 

lobbying group for American Muslims on Capitol Hill.  
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 MPAC was also working on pushing for support for a bill, H.R. 69 entitled: To award a 

Congressional Gold Medal to Malala Yousafzai, a recipient of the Nobel Prize for Peace…3 This 

bill was introduced on January 6th, 2015 by Congress woman Sheila Jackson lee of Texas. Now, 

this bill was not one MPAC picked up on its own, but rather was advised by Lee’s office to push 

forth. Before I joined MPAC in June, the organization began having bi-weekly meetings with 

Lee’s office to discuss current and upcoming pieces of legislation that MPAC could help in 

raising awareness about on Capitol Hill. For a small non-profit organization, it was a huge deal 

that a member of Congress requested to have regular meetings with such a group. Thus, Saif told 

me that in order to maintain strong relations with Rep. Lee and have her be someone MPAC 

could turn to in the future for help, we needed to get behind any pieces of legislation that we 

were told to help push. One of these bills was H.R. 69 and although it does not directly deal with 

Muslims, it would still certainly speak volumes if Congress voted collectively to award someone 

Muslim a Congressional Gold Medal.  

 In regards to Nick Stewart, the LA in Rep. Hanna’s office who was mentioned earlier, 

MPAC reached out to him to discuss both H.Res. 569 and H.R.69 An email from Saif to 

schedule a meeting was written as follows: 

Nick, 

Hope all is well. My name is Saif, and I work at the Muslim Public Affairs Council (MPAC).  

I wanted to look into discussing two pieces of legislation that we would like to have Rep. Hanna 

sign on. The first is HR 69, a bill which would award Malala Yousafzai a Congressional Gold 

Medal and the second is H. Res. 569, a resolution which denounces Islamophobia.  

																																																													
3 https://www.govtrack.us/congress/bills/114/hr69  
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Are you free to chat about the bill at some point next week?  

Thank you  

 At the end of this email, Saif would have me attach PDF versions of the bill as well to 

give the staffer the opportunity to see the bills beforehand. The rest of the process remained the 

same as previously described.  

 In all honesty. This process of meeting with Congressional staffers to convince them to 

have their member of Congress support a bill was quite disheartening. For one, members in the 

House are only serving two-year terms, meaning that the moment they get elected, they are 

already looking to start planning their political and financial pieces in getting reelected. This 

often prevents many bills from going through the House simply because so many bills get 

introduced, but only two years exist to gain enough support for them to actually pass. One 

problem Saif and I encountered was that some congressional staffers never even heard of the 

bills we were presenting them and the moment they learned what the bills were about, they said 

they would be on board to support us. It made me think of how many bills go completely 

unnoticed by other members of the House and considering how large the House is with 435 

members, hundreds upon hundreds of bills are constantly introduced. 

 Another issue I had was how inefficient things became when Congress was out of 

session. When this occurred, and it occurred quite often, everything felt like it came to a grinding 

halt. Congressional staff offices had much less to do, although everyone was still coming to 

work, and groups like MPAC who were seeking to push pieces of legislation that urgently 

needed support would have to wait longer periods to hear back if a member of Congress chose to 
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co-sponsor a bill. It was unfortunate to see how slowly things moved during these periods and 

the system has simply been like this for decades. 

 In all, I appreciated my time with MPAC and the exposure I gained in understanding how 

an advocacy group would maneuver itself to try to gain influence on Capitol Hill while still 

pushing towards its own goals. Although it is difficult at times to be so patient with a system that 

is designed to move so slowly, I did appreciate the work I was doing on Capitol Hill would 

ultimately be affecting American Muslims and general individuals of the U.S. in some way shape 

or form. I believe my experience has taught me a lot about what is required in effectively 

pushing forth a bill, but it also made me understand how powerful lobbying groups with political 

and financial strength can easily influence members of Congress to vote their way. The system 

has its flaws, but in some cases, you quite certainly can make a positive change.  


