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“Grassroots: The ultimate source of power, usually patronized, 
occasionally feared…” 

 
-Safire’s Political Dictionary 

 
 
 
 
 
Most clichés are based on a truth and this one is no different: a group of people with a 
common goal has the power to create tremendous change.  Some will call it passion, 
some a movement – but most organizations call it a campaign.  The power of a campaign 
comes both from organizational and grassroots strength — the quality and number of 
petitions, letters, other communications, and personal contacts made with decision 
makers. 
 
The issue of civilian casualties is becoming increasingly more visible in media and public 
discourse.  From Vietnam to the Gulf War to the current wars in Afghanistan and Iraq, and 
certainly the conflict between Israel and Hezbollah, awareness has continued to be raised 
on behalf of innocent civilians caught in conflict. 
 
Now we are seeing the rise of advocacy on behalf of victims of war. As with any successful 
advocacy campaign it is necessary to first focus attention on the desired outcome.  Here, 
we want to change the policies of a particular nation or group in protecting, recognizing 
and/or aiding war victims.  From there we get to a particular course of action given what 
resources we have. As a non-profit organization working on issues of human rights, you 
likely already have tools available to effectively advocate on behalf of victims and survivors 
of conflict.   
 
CIVIC has been around for three years and has both made tremendous progress in 
advocating for war victims while recognizing that we still have a long way to go.  
 
In 2001, six weeks after the beginning of the war in Afghanistan, Marla Ruzicka traveled to 
refugee camps in Peshawar, Pakistan, and to a hospital in Jalalabad, Afghanistan.  Her 
first glimpse of the human cost of war changed Marla’s life forever.  Noting that no one – 
not even the U.S. military – was systematically counting or aiding civilian casualties, Marla 
organized a door-to-door survey of the Afghan people and took her results to Washington.  
An aid on the Senate Appropriations Committee would later say: “She’d actually seen 
what we’d only read about, namely U.S. bombs dropped in the wrong place, which had 
wiped out whole communities.  Marla gave us on-the-ground information about these 
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people and told us that nothing was being done to help them.”  She understood the need 
to create new, smarter, more compassionate U.S. policies for victims of war. 
 
As the Iraq War unfolded, Marla packed her bags and moved to Baghdad just after the city 
fell.  Within months, Marla was among the few western aid workers who stayed, continuing 
to help families devastated in the conflict by arranging for the evacuations of injured 
children to the U.S. for treatment and successfully identifying more cases eligible for 
compensation from the U.S. military.  
 
Marla’s most stunning achievement through CIVIC was her partnership with Senator 
Patrick Leahy to create a fund for war victims in both Afghanistan and Iraq.  The Iraq 
version of this program would later be named the Marla Ruzicka Iraqi War Victims Fund.  
Following Marla’s tragic passing in April 2005, her colleagues, friends and family knew that 
CIVIC had to continue.  In January 2006, CIVIC’s Board of Directors hired executive and 
associate directors; both are working with a vast network of government officials, 
humanitarians, journalists, and volunteers in both Washington and the Middle East to 
ensure Marla’s legacy lives on.  
 
This short manual outlines some of the activities we’ve found helpful in advocating for war 
victims– with examples of letters and advocacy methods used to build our campaign to 
change US policy. This manual can be used by groups anywhere in the world who want to 
pressure their own government in taking responsibility for civilian casualties they inflict 
either on their own people or on people of other countries. 
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What should your government do for civi l ians in conf l ict?  
 
Your end goal is dependent on your country’s current policies and procedures.  For 
example, you wouldn’t want to campaign for humanitarian aid for war victims if your 
government already has such a program (though most don’t).  Likewise, if your 
government’s armed forces do not count civilian casualties caused by their actions that is 
a perfect place to put pressure on policymakers to change the way your government 
conducts itself in conflict.  
 
So what’s the first step?  Research.  Figure out what laws, policies, and procedures your 
military and government has in place (or does not, as the case may be).  Figure out which 
public figures – including policymakers – care about this issue.  Figure out what other 
organizations might be interested in joining your efforts.  
 
At CIVIC, we’ve found three general advocacy areas for work on civilian casualties.  
Naturally, every conflict is different and you may find ways to protect, recognize and aid 
war victims that go beyond, are more specific, or some variation of the main titles below.  
Similarly, there will likely be cultural sensitivities inherent in your work that we could not 
include here – such as calling people suffering harm “survivors” instead of “victims.”  
 
On your side already are a set of international laws which have been accepted over the 
course of some 50 years.  In the immediate wake of the staggering number of civilians 
killed and injured in World War II, the international community recognized this and created 
a handful of documents to govern the laws of war:  four Geneva Conventions of 1949, 
their two protocols of 1977, and customary international law (principles widely accepted 
and considered binding).  
 
Together, they provide detailed rules on how civilians and captured combatants must be 
treated such as:  warring forces cannot intentionally attack civilians or their facilities; all 
feasible precautions must be taken to minimize harm to civilians; attacks that do not or 
cannot discriminate between combatants and noncombatants are prohibited; and, attacks 
causing disproportionate harm to civilians - those outweighing military advantage - are 
prohibited. 
 
The Fourth Geneva Convention (officially “Convention IV, relative to the Protection of 
Civilian Persons in Time of War”) specifically emphasizes protecting non-combatants from 
harm during periods of armed conflict. The rules apply not only to officially declared wars—
an increasingly rare step taken in our modern day—but to any armed conflict as well as 
cases of partial or total occupation of a territory, even if there is no armed resistance to this 
occupation. The Fourth Convention is now considered customary international law; 
therefore, nations at war must abide by its provisions and will be held accountable if they 
do not.  
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Common interpretation of the Fourth Convention holds it unethical to launch an attack 
indiscriminately in such a way that may knowingly cause non-combatants to be killed and 
any military objective must be weighed against the number of civilians likely to be harmed 
in achieving it. In modern warfare, it isn’t feasible to completely prevent civilian casualties 
and this is well understood. There is, however, a legal and moral obligation to proactively 
avoid harming civilians to the fullest extent possible.  
 
They are contained below in each of the three categories.  
 
 
 

Can your organization help? 
 
If you have requested or been given this advocacy tool kit, your organization is likely in a 
position to change the way your government addresses civilians harmed by their military 
operations.  
 
Strategic planning specifically for a campaign can be thought of as the process in which 
you assess your current situation, decide where you want to go and then plan how you 
can best get there.  One way to do this is to look at your Strengths, Weaknesses, 
Opportunities, and Threats for addressing the issue of war victims.  CIVIC recently went 
through this process and found it very helpful for figuring out where and how we can be 
most effective in changing US policy.  We think it will help most organizations trying to 
change their national policies.  Here’s a quick rundown:   
 
STRENGTHS are positive factors of an organization that will help a campaign for war 
victims.  Maybe you have financial or material resources, good access to your national 
government, a good public image (the public listens to what you have to say), an efficient 
organizational structure, contacts (for example, in the media or with other organizations 
with whom you can partner), supporters, specialist knowledge like an international 
humanitarian lawyer on staff or someone who knows how to compile a database of civilian 
casualties. 
 
When planning the activities of your campaign, consider how these strengths will make 
your work easier. For example, if one of the objectives of a campaign includes garnering 
support from a particular religious group and you have a strong religious outreach 
program, you’re already making progress.  
 
WEAKNESSES are factors that inhibit an organizations’ ability to act generally or on 
particular issues.  Weaknesses might include a lack of experienced members, limited (or 
no) funds, lack of facilities, poor organizational capacity or poor public image. 
 



Advocating for Victims of War 

A publication of: 
Campaign for Innocent Victims in Conflict (CIVIC) 

- 8 - 

It is very important to identify your weaknesses so that you can either take steps to 
overcome them (such as partnering with organizations that can help fill these gaps) or 
avoid activities that you will be unable to cope with. 
 
OPPORTUNITIES are factors about the society you work in which might affect your 
campaign.  These might include an interested and sympathetic media, close links between 
your society and the government’s policies you are working to change, a meeting of an aid 
consortium, a visit to your country by the head of state of that country, other organizations 
that might be able to put effective pressure on the targets of your campaigning, such as 
trade unions, women’s groups, professional groups or ethnic groups, and important dates 
in the calendar like a national holiday you can use for publicity.  
 
When planning your work on a campaign or a particular activity, consider how you will take 
advantage of these opportunities. 
 
THREATS are factors in your society that limit your ability to contribute to a campaign.  
These will usually be out of your control, although as campaigners we may, in the longer 
term, hope to change at least some of the factors that represent a threat. 
 
Threats might include a political or economic crisis, a hostile government, an intolerance of 
campaigning or voluntary organizations, business or other sectors saying that human 
rights are against the national interest, a poor image arising from factors beyond the 
group’s control, human rights violations, security issues, etc. 
 
Threats must be analyzed carefully when planning involvement in a particular campaign or 
action. 
 
Note: Strengths and Weaknesses are mostly internal questions and relate to your 
organization’s campaign.  Opportunities and Threats are external and relate to the overall 
campaigning environment. 
 
 
Some questions you might ask your organizat ion: 
 

 Can we expla in how the campaign wil l  contr ibute to changing the 
situation for v ict ims of war? (See above possibil it ies for change) 

 Can we explain why we are taking one course of action compared 
to another? 

 I f  we are successful, can we say what wil l be different at the end of 
the campaign as opposed to the situation at the beginning? 1 

 

                                                
1 Thanks to Amnesty International’s Campaigning Manual 
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Where do we go f rom here? 
The next step in strategizing an effective campaign to help civilians in conflict is to decide 
the end goal.  For example, one of your objectives for a campaign may be “government 
should make an official statement about civilian victims in this conflict.”  After identifying 
that goal, it’s time to figure out how to get there.  Letter writing campaigns or reaching out 
to the media could accomplish this – though remember that each campaign is different 
and it’s important to think both strategically and creatively.  A letter writing campaign in a 
region without Internet technology will be difficult, while in other places emails and faxes to 
policymakers send a powerful message.   
 
For example, one of CIVIC’s goals for an upcoming campaign is to ‘Get the US 
Department of Defense to count civilians harmed by US military operations.”  In order to do 
this we will need to strategize and be creative about the tools we use and timing of our 
actions – including knowing what organizations will partner with us, what policymakers 
agree with our stance, and when to send out a press release. 
 
Some questions that you might ask your organizat ion are: 
 Do you have a membership to mobil ize?  Who can send letters, ral ly  

public support, and receive updates on your campaign efforts?  
 How much money can you budget for a campaign? 
 How is your organizat ion seen in your society? 
 Is your government hosti le or open to your organizat ion? 
 Does media in your country inf luence public opin ion and government 

policy?  
 Who in your society may be able to inf luence your issue in other  

countr ies? 
 Which sections of your society should you prior it ize for developing your  

campaign?  Who are your fr iends?  Who are your foes? 
 What tools/materials are most effective for mobil izing your public and 

making change in your government? 
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Principles for Good Campaigning 
 
 
 
Focus  Clari ty  Credibi l i ty  
 Objectives must be 

specific 
 Resources and energy 

must be concentrated 
 Research and analysis 

are needed to decide 
focus 

 Objectives and strategy 
need to be 
communicated clearly 

 All action needs to be 
clearly related to the 
objectives 

 Communications must 
be clear, internally and 
externally 

 

 In communications, 
the messenger can 
be as important as 
the message 

 Your motivation and 
information must be 
trusted and reliable 

Relevance  Timing  Commitment  
 Your campaign must 

connect with the people 
whom you want to 
involve 

 Your campaign must offer 
a solution relevant to the 
problem 

 The same action will 
have different effects at 
different times 

 The campaign can 
not stop until you 
achieve your desired 
goals 

 Try different strategies 
and techniques to 
discover the most 
effective 
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How do we get there? 
Once you figure out where you are now and define your objectives, it is time to take action.  
Of course there are many options when it comes to campaigning techniques including 
speaking tours, public events and protests and celebrity support.  However, for the 
purpose of this document we will focus on two broad topics, grass roots advocacy and 
media advocacy.  We have chosen to represent these here for two reasons; they are quite 
simple and easy to implement and they can be very effective when used correctly. 
 

Grassroots Advocacy on Behalf of  Civ i l ians in Confl ict 
Grassroots advocacy involves enlisting the support of likeminded individuals and other 
groups having similar legislative goals.  It means reaching out to political entities, including 
legislators, community groups, influential business/religious leaders, and the general 
public.  Legislative victories can flow from a strong grassroots program. 
 
The ultimate purpose of grassroots advocacy is to motivate supporters and the general 
public to contact their legislators.  Most legislation impacts the public one way or another. 
Therefore, the public must get involved in order to make a difference. 
 

Contacting Legis lators 

General  Guidel ines in Al l  Communications with Legislators 
 Be respectful. Disrespect will not win you points and may turn off the people you most 

want to reach. By being courteous and professional, you have the best chance of 
reaching your goals. 

 Remember: your legislators are people, too! When they do something right, they like to 
be told they’ve done so. Let them know you appreciate the job they’re doing – 
especially if they’ve advocated a position that’s important to you. 

 Understand the issues such that you become comfortable speaking or writing about 
the subject. Visit www.civicworldwide.org for more information on civilian casualties. 

 Be brief. Stay on point. Keep to the facts. Stick to one issue per contact, and clearly 
explain how it affects you and your family. 

 Be reasonable. Don’t give ultimatums. 
 Be constructive. A negative approach won’t get you far. 
  Ask for their support. If you support a bill, make that clear. Ask for your legislators’ 

support, too. 
 

Writ ing a Letter 
Letters are one important way for them to know whether an issue matters to the people 
they represent. The volume of letters a public official receives on an issue can affect the 
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way he/she votes. One letter can make the difference! Here are some tips for writing your 
legislators: 
 Write a personal letter. It is much more effective than a form letter. Tell your own story 

about how the issue affects you, your family or your community (see sample letters). 
 Identify yourself as a constituent. 
 Identify the bill number or issue on which you want action in the first paragraph of your 

letter, and state what action you want. 
 Try to stay to one page. 
 Be sure to include your return address on the letter. 
 Ask a question in your letter. By doing so, you show that you expect to continue the 

dialogue with the elected official. 
 

Sending an Email 
Emails can be a powerful tool if the actual decision maker receives it. Unless you have the 
personal email address of a staff person or otherwise know the legislator reads all their 
emails, it is probably best to go with a mailed letter. 
 
 Use a short header that summarizes its content and specifically tells your recipient 

what is in it. Remember, email messages are generally shorter than letters, so the 
message should be concise and as always, polite. When sending an email, the body of 
your message should use the following format: 

Your name 
Address 
City, 
State, Zip Code 
 
Dear (Member’s title and name): 
 

 If you know the legislator, make that clear in the first paragraph. This will alert the staff 
member that this email/letter deserves special attention. 

 Note if you live in the legislator’s district or state. 
 Ask the legislator to reply, and ask very directly whether he or she will support your 

position. Legislators are known for writing letters that avoid giving you their positions. 
 

Making a Telephone Call 
Legislators and other government decision-makers pay attention when citizens take the 
time to call and express their views on an issue. It may be quicker and easier than writing. 
And if an issue is moving fast, it may be the only way to get your message through in time 
to make an impact. Here are some general guidelines: 

 
 Prepare your remarks before you call (see sample Talking Points in the Appendix). 
 Don't be surprised if you don't speak to the official directly. Staff people who answer or 
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respond to the majority of constituent calls have the official's "ear" and will see that 
your comments are recorded and passed on. 

 Identify yourself as a constituent. 
 Say exactly what you are calling about (bill number, issue, etc.). 
 Say what you want the official to do. 
 Leave your name, address and phone number. 
 
 

Making a Personal Visit 
Meeting personally with your legislator is often the most effective means of getting your 
point across. 
 
 Do your homework on the issues in advance, and if possible, on the person with whom 

you will meet (such as the person's committee assignments, their past voting record 
and their position on victims of war issues). 

 Lead with your own story. Let your legislator know you care about the human cost of 
war and your family and your community do as well. 

 Go with a group, with a plan for a spokesperson and an order of speaking. Practice 
through a role-play first. 

 If you meet with an aide and not a legislator, don't panic. Legislative aides are the eyes 
and ears of their bosses. They will communicate your message. 

 Have a condensed version of your key points (2 minutes) ready for a wrap-up or in 
case the meeting time gets cut short. 

 Bring a fact sheet (to leave behind) outlining your basic message, with details on how 
to reach you. 

 Write a thank you note, sending along requested information, or otherwise following-up 
on any interest or commitments expressed by the legislator in your meeting. 



Advocating for Victims of War 

A publication of: 
Campaign for Innocent Victims in Conflict (CIVIC) 

- 14 - 

Media Advocacy 
Working with local media to cover the issues that are important to you is a powerful way to 
advocate for your cause. The media has a strong effect on politics and on the way people 
perceive issues around the world. A well-written and strongly supported article such as a 
letter to the editor or an opinion piece (op-ed) can have an impact on your entire 
community and those who govern it.  
 
The media can be, and has been, successfully utilized as a conduit for change. Voicing 
your opinion in local and national newspapers is an important part of activism.  
Nevertheless, media work can be a daunting experience if you’ve never done it before. 
Media work doesn't require expertise or experience; successful advocacy media work only 
requires a little bit of practice, lots of persistence and a commitment to making a 
difference.   
 
Communicating through the media allows you to reach a larger audience on issues that 
are important to you. The letters to the editor and op-ed sections in newspapers provide a 
forum to voice your opinion and send a message to your community and its leaders. 
 

Writ ing an Op-Ed 
Op-eds – an editorial expressing your organization’s position – is an important opportunity 
to get your perspective into a newspaper and add facts a news story may have left out.  
Op-eds are written by professionals, writers and members of the community.  They offer a 
chance for a reader to make a contribution to the paper on an issue.  
 
These articles, however, carry a lot of weight and are often difficult to get published. In 
national papers, op-eds are often written by well-known public figures, so you should 
target a local paper, magazine, or campus media. A well-written and strongly supported 
article can have an impact on your entire community and those who govern it.  
 
Some basic t ips to fol low with letters to the editor include: 
 
Planning 
 Determine your main take-home message. 
 Explain why this issue is timely. 
 Offer a solution to the issue/problem. 
 Provide examples, if possible, and relate the issue to a personal experience. 
 Consider your publication outlet carefully according to its readership.  
 
Writ ing Rules 
 Open by grabbing your readers’ attention. 
 State your point early on and in a clear manner. 
 Include statistics/data for credibility and cite them. 
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 End with a strong conclusion. 
 At the end of your op-ed, provide a short bio to display your credibility.  Include your 

name, title and affiliation. 
 
How to get it  published 
 
 Always write a cover letter to the editor. This will help the editor to better 

understand why you’re qualified to comment on civilian casualties.  
 Focus on a current  event or debate;  aim to inform your audience.  Nobody 

is interested in old news. Pick a topic that is current and do your homework. 
 Time is of  the essence! News cycles move quickly these days. Generally speaking 

if you would like to comment on news that took place today you should plan to send 
your article today if possible or at least within the next couple of days. E-mail is making 
submissions quicker and easier.  Check the website of the publication you are 
targeting to check submission guidelines 

 Focus on a local angle. Illustrate to the editor and the people that will read your 
article why this topic is important to your community. 

 Don’t drum on. Typical op-eds are between 700 - 850 words.  Again, check the 
publications submission guidelines to ensure that your article isn’t disqualified because 
it doesn’t meet the criteria. 

 Be sure that your po int is  unique. Do a little homework on what articles that have 
been published in your target publication and create a unique argument. 

 

Writ ing a letter to the editor 
Letters to the editor are sent to publications, usually newspapers and magazines, to raise 
concern about an issue. They are often in response to previously published articles or 
current issues. Letters to the editor are an easier alternative to an op-ed, as they are 
shorter, about 250 words or less, and a great way to begin press activism. 
 
Letters to the editor can be effective tools for activism. Reporters, policy makers, and the 
public often read letters to the editor to measure the public mood, identify timely issues 
and monitor public debate. A letter to the editor provides a simple, easy and valuable tool 
to contribute to media and the overall advocacy efforts on an issue. Letters can extend the 
length of time and issue remains on the public agenda and help maintain a sense of 
urgency for policy makers. 
 
In writing letters to the editor, it is important to be proactive and not reactive. One should 
not respond directly to the opposition's letters. It is better to write a proactive letter 
supporting one's own position; otherwise, the opposition gets a second bit of attention by 
being mentioned in the reaction letter. 
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Some basic t ips to fol low with letters to the editor include: 
 
Planning 
 Pick one point or topic to discuss. 
 Review previously published letters and identify any similarities. 
 Research the publication's audience and write your letter accordingly.  
 
Writ ing Rules 
 Comment on a recently published article in the publication or relate your letter to 

current events. 
 Use facts and evidence to support your point. 
 Keep it clear, succinct and memorable. Letters to the editor are short, so get straight to 

the point. 
 
How to Get It Published 
 Follow Instructions - Consult the newspaper's specifications on publishing a letter to 

the editor. For example, word limit, author information, format, etc. Always include your 
name, signature, address, and telephone number. 

 Connect your article to current events - Putting your letter in the perspective of today's 
world makes your letter relevant. 

 Use a unique angle - Newspapers normally receive hundreds of letters on the same 
subject and are more likely to use a letter that stands out and has a refreshing 
perspective. 
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Appendix 

Sample Organizational Letter to Representative 
 
May 9, 2006 
  
The Honorable Jim Kolbe 
The U.S. House of Representatives 
237 Cannon House Office Building 
Washington, DC 20515 
  
Re: I raq Community  Act ion Program (CAP) in FY06 Emergency Supplemental  
  
Dear Congressman Kolbe, 
  
On behalf of Campaign for Innocent Victims in Conflict (CIVIC), I write to urge your support of 
funding for the Iraq Community Action Program (CAP) and the Marla Ruzicka Iraqi War Victims 
Fund when the FY06 Emergency Supplemental goes to conference in the coming weeks.  
  
The Senate bill provides $75 million for CAP of which $10 million is for the Ruzicka Fund, while the 
House bill provides $10 million for CAP.  The U.S. nongovernmental organizations implementing 
CAP in Iraq cannot continue working if they do not receive this critical assistance.  
  
CAP is building a post-Saddam Hussein society through small-business loans, education, new 
homes for displaced families and other projects.  I just returned from Iraq and can tell you that this 
program is the success story the U.S. needs.  

Aid is essential to rebuilding Iraqi communities.  Projects through CAP not only improve living 
conditions, they also strengthen local initiative and democratic decision-making.  By continuing 
CAP we can further the U.S. goal of building a strong, safe Iraq by helping the people who will 
make that a reality – Iraqi civilians.   

There are several concerns should CAP not receive the funding it needs:  

 As of the end of 2005, Iraqi communities had contributed $37.4 million worth of in-kind 
resources to CAP projects through land, labor and materials. Another year of funding will go a 
long way toward solidifying this on-the-ground commitment and community capacity-building. 

 CAP has trained over 17,000 members of community action groups and more than 620 
national staff members; only one in twenty of CAP’s staff in Iraq is an expatriate. These 
community groups cannot continue without CAP funding.  

 The CAP partners implement the Marla Ruzicka Iraqi War Victims Fund, which provides 
medical care and other assistance to civilians who have been injured and the families of those 
killed as a result of military operations.  This program not only helps these war victims rebuild 
their lives, it also benefits U.S. troops by mitigating some of the Iraqis’ anger and resentment 
caused by these tragic incidents.  

 It will not be possible to sustain or recreate the networks of communities and local leaders so 
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carefully built over the past three years with CAP funding.    

CIVIC urges you to support the $75 million included in the FY06 Emergency Supplemental by the 
Senate as this bill goes to conference.  We believe this program is critical to the well-being of the 
Iraqi people and the future stability of Iraq. 

Sincerely,  
  
  
 
Sarah Holewinski 
Executive Director 
202.612.4354 
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Sample Grassroots Letter to Head of State 
 
January 15, 2006 
 
President George Bush 
The White House 
Washington, DC 20500 
 
Dear Mr. President,   
 
As a proud American citizen, I am writing with deep concern for the families of civilian casualties in 
Iraq.  
 
I support our troops who are working so hard overseas to bring hope and promise to the Iraqi 
people.  They are true patriots.  I know that our military tries to avoid civilian casualties when 
fighting in Iraq, but they continue to occur with devastating consequences.   Just recently a family 
home north of Baghdad was mistakenly bombed, killing at least 6 civilians.  The surviving family 
members will never again see those that were killed.  I believe they should be recognized and 
counted by my government and compensated for their loss.  
 
I was heartened to hear your speech in Philadelphia on December 12th, when you reflected on 
those Iraqis killed – some 30,000 since the U.S. invaded in March 2003.  It made me proud to 
have my country’s leadership publicly recognize the men, women and children who have lost their 
lives and loved ones to this conflict.  
 
As you know, the U.S. does not keep an accurate count of civilian casualties in Iraq.  A 
compassionate response to the families suffering in Iraq would include gathering this information, 
despite the obvious difficulties in doing so, and to then compensate the families who have lost their 
sons, daughters, mothers and fathers.   
 
Mr. President, recognizing civilian deaths in Iraq would show the people of that burgeoning 
democracy that every life is valued.  I urge you to hold the Pentagon responsible for counting 
civilian casualties in Iraq and to make sure aid is getting to those who have tragically lost a loved 
one, just as each civilian death is another vote lost for democracy.  
 
 
Sincerely,  
 
 
[insert citizen name here] 
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Sample Grassroots Letter to Secretary, Minister, or Defense 
Off icial    
 
 
July 14, 2006 
 
The Honorable Donald Rumsfeld 
Secretary of Defense 
The Pentagon 
 
Dear Mr. Rumsfeld,   
 
As an American citizen, I am writing with deep concern for the families of civilian casualties in Iraq 
and Afghanistan.  The investigations into Haditha and new ethics training for troops show that you 
are working to improving U.S. military operations but there is more work to be done.  
 
We must do everything we can to recognize ordinary Iraqis killed in the war and aid civilian families 
that need have been harmed.  I applaud the recent positive steps taken by soldiers at checkpoints 
to reduce the number of civilians killed. 
 
However, too many innocent civilians continue to be lost.  My country’s leadership should do all it 
can to publicly recognize the men, women and children who have been harmed in this conflict and 
improve the aid available to them and their families.  
 
In particular, I believe condolence payments are vital to the U.S. military's mission in Iraq.  
However, for this program to be most effective and to truly help those in greatest need, there must 
be standard and fair guidelines for dispersing payments, training for the military officers charged 
with handling the families’ claims and an evaluation of the $2,500 cap placed on payments, as this 
is not an adequate amount for families in need.  
 
The condolence program should also be made permanent in U.S. practice, with it’s own source of 
sustainable funding to ensure that condolences remain available as long as they are necessary. 
This will ensure that civilians harmed by the conflict will receive the help they need and that our 
American value of compassion is displayed under the tragic circumstances of civilian casualties. 
 
Sincerely,  
 
 
[Insert citizen name here] 
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Sample Grassroots Letter to Elected or Decision-Making 
Representative 
 
 
July 25, 2006 
 
Senator Patrick Leahy 
United States Senate 
Washington, DC 
 
Dear Senator Leahy,   
 
As an American citizen, I am writing with deep concern for the families of civilian casualties in Iraq.  
 
I understand that our military tries to avoid civilian casualties when fighting in Iraq.  However, they 
continue to occur with devastating consequences.  I believe these civilians should be recognized 
by my government and helped in their need to rebuild.  
 
A compassionate response to the tens of thousands of families suffering in Iraq includes your 
support of the Iraq Community Action Program (ICAP) and the Marla Ruzicka Iraqi War Victims 
Fund (Marla Fund).  This humanitarian aid from the U.S.  ensures that Iraqis harmed by the conflict 
receive the help they need. Widows receive small business loans and business training; children 
and orphans of the war receive education; and, bombed homes and buildings are rebuilt. 
 
I believe this help is an American value we cannot let fall away.  Plus, this is a community rebuilding 
program, which to me means it is for Iraqis, by Iraqis and in the long term will help Iraq become 
stable. 
 
Helping civilians harmed by conflict in Iraq would show the people of that burgeoning democracy 
that every life is valued.  I urge you to support the ICAP and Marla Fund programs in the FY2007 
budget when it comes across your desk in the next couple of weeks.   
 
I believe my country’s leadership should do all it can to publicly recognize the men, women and 
children who have been harmed in this conflict. 
 
Sincerely,  
 
 
 
[insert citizen name here] 
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Sample Letter to Editor of a Local or National Paper 
 
 
Dear Editor, 
 
Last year in April, a young humanitarian named Marla Ruzicka was killed in Baghdad.  She was 
helping innocent Iraqi victims that were injured or who had lost family members.  Her legacy is 
something we should all continue by recognizing the tens of thousands of civilian casualties around 
the world. 
 
With the growing violence in the Middle East it is important for us all to take notice of the need to 
aid the innocent victims.  Regardless of who harms them or how they are harmed, all non-
combatant victims of war should be recognized and aided. 
 
I care about providing aid to the children, women and men of Iraq and recognizing the loved ones 
they have lost because I would not accept anything less for my own family. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
 
 
Marla Bertagnolli 
1630 Connecticut Ave NW 
Washington, DC  20009 
202.558.6958 
marlab@civicworldwide.org  
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Sample Op-Ed 
 
The True Cost Of War 
 
By Sarah Holewinski 
Saturday, April 15, 2006; Page A15 
 
A year ago tomorrow, in Baghdad, a young woman from California was killed by a suicide 
bomb. Marla Ruzicka was working to get aid to Iraqi civilians harmed by U.S. military 
operations when her car and that of her colleague Faiz Ali Salim was destroyed on the 
now-infamous airport road. 
 
Marla's legacy lives on in the countless people continuing her work and in the families she 
tried so hard to assist. Her help to victims of war should also be enshrined in our policies if 
we as a country are to be, as Marla put it, "just a little bit better." 
 
To America's credit, we've made some progress on the issue of civilian casualties. The 
Pentagon has a program of condolence payments -- a way for the military on the ground 
to directly compensate a family for the death of a loved one. Congress created the Marla 
Ruzicka Iraqi War Victims Fund and a similar fund for Afghanistan, with a total to date of 
$38 million for families and communities of those injured and killed in Iraq and Afghanistan. 
This program, coupled with our larger humanitarian aid in Iraq (the community action 
program) is building a post-Saddam Hussein society through small-business loans, 
education for orphans, new homes for displaced families and other projects. What's more, 
the Iraqi people love it. They need the help, and this small amount of money to rebuild 
communities -- by Iraqis and for Iraqis -- is mitigating resentment toward Americans. 
 
In October, in a report to Congress on U.S. efforts in Iraq, the Pentagon for the first time, 
and despite previous claims to the contrary, admitted to keeping information -- albeit 
woefully incomplete -- on Iraqi casualties. In December, President Bush publicly 
acknowledged Iraqi civilian casualties. 
 
But even these are baby steps at best. The 30,000 casualties cited by Bush is the bare 
minimum estimate, based on media reports that miss a significant portion of the violence 
(reporters cannot be everywhere). The president's spokesman was quick to say that this 
was not an official estimate. We know that's true, because the United States does not 
keep adequate records of civilian casualties. And the military's program of condolence 
payments -- while important -- suffers from weaknesses that prevent compensation to 
many families that need it most. 
 
The brutality of the insurgency has also made it much harder for humanitarian workers 
such as Marla to help victims of war in most parts of the country. Worse, in some areas 
insurgents have threatened to kill Iraqis who accept help from Americans. Although 
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experienced military officers have learned that treating civilians well is critical to their 
mission, the U.S. search for an exit strategy may encourage tactics that put civilians at 
greater risk -- including more reliance on airstrikes to target insurgents. In populated areas, 
this makes it all the more likely that civilians will be hit. 
 
Marla believed passionately that all human lives are sacred, whether those of our brave 
men and women serving in Iraq or of the Iraqi children, mothers and fathers she tried so 
hard to make us see. She taught us that in addition to our obligations under international 
law, doing everything possible to avoid harm to civilians when we go to war and 
recognizing those who are harmed is critical to winning hearts and minds, something our 
military and administration officials have maintained is necessary to succeed in Iraq. 
Clearly, we have a lot more work to do. 
 
In the early days of the conflict, Bush said, "The citizens of Iraq are coming to know what 
kind of people we have sent to liberate them. American forces and our allies are treating 
innocent civilians with kindness." 
 
There are concrete ways the United States can live up to that statement and show the 
world what kind of people we are. 
 
First, we should fully fund the community action program in Iraq. This humanitarian work 
on the ground is the success story we need. 
 
Second, the Pentagon should adopt procedures to record civilian casualties caused by 
U.S. forces. War is not an exact science, and the Pentagon says it does not keep a record 
for that reason. But we should keep the best count we can. We will never be seen as 
credibly minimizing harm to noncombatants if we do not keep data to back up the claim 
that we are doing so. With increasing air strikes, U.S. military planners must also do more 
to assess the risk to civilians before launching attacks, and should include in post-attack 
reports any available information on civilian casualties. The current lack of data makes the 
improvement of those procedures difficult. 
 
Third, we should create clear guidelines for the Pentagon's condolence payments. It would 
help to increase training for the military officers deployed to war zones on how these funds 
should be used to compensate innocent victims. 
 
Only by doing these things will we know the true cost of war. And only by knowing the 
cost will we be able to mitigate it. That is the cause for which Marla Ruzicka dedicated her 
life -- making sure the United States is there to help and not hurt, to build and not destroy, 
and to show respect for the worth of every person. 
 
The writer is executive director of CIVIC (Campaign for Innocent Victims in Conflict), a 
Washington-based organization founded by Marla Ruzicka. 
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“Grassroots: The ultimate source of power, usually patronized, 
occasionally feared…” 

 
-Safire’s Political Dictionary 

 
 
 
 
 
Most clichés are based on a truth and this one is no different: a group of people with a 
common goal has the power to create tremendous change.  Some will call it passion, 
some a movement – but most organizations call it a campaign.  The power of a campaign 
comes both from organizational and grassroots strength — the quality and number of 
petitions, letters, other communications, and personal contacts made with decision 
makers. 
 
The issue of civilian casualties is becoming increasingly more visible in media and public 
discourse.  From Vietnam to the Gulf War to the current wars in Afghanistan and Iraq, and 
certainly the conflict between Israel and Hezbollah, awareness has continued to be raised 
on behalf of innocent civilians caught in conflict. 
 
Now we are seeing the rise of advocacy on behalf of victims of war. As with any successful 
advocacy campaign it is necessary to first focus attention on the desired outcome.  Here, 
we want to change the policies of a particular nation or group in protecting, recognizing 
and/or aiding war victims.  From there we get to a particular course of action given what 
resources we have. As a non-profit organization working on issues of human rights, you 
likely already have tools available to effectively advocate on behalf of victims and survivors 
of conflict.   
 
CIVIC has been around for three years and has both made tremendous progress in 
advocating for war victims while recognizing that we still have a long way to go.  
 
In 2001, six weeks after the beginning of the war in Afghanistan, Marla Ruzicka traveled to 
refugee camps in Peshawar, Pakistan, and to a hospital in Jalalabad, Afghanistan.  Her 
first glimpse of the human cost of war changed Marla’s life forever.  Noting that no one – 
not even the U.S. military – was systematically counting or aiding civilian casualties, Marla 
organized a door-to-door survey of the Afghan people and took her results to Washington.  
An aid on the Senate Appropriations Committee would later say: “She’d actually seen 
what we’d only read about, namely U.S. bombs dropped in the wrong place, which had 
wiped out whole communities.  Marla gave us on-the-ground information about these 



Advocating for Victims of War 

A publication of: 
Campaign for Innocent Victims in Conflict (CIVIC) 

- 5 - 

people and told us that nothing was being done to help them.”  She understood the need 
to create new, smarter, more compassionate U.S. policies for victims of war. 
 
As the Iraq War unfolded, Marla packed her bags and moved to Baghdad just after the city 
fell.  Within months, Marla was among the few western aid workers who stayed, continuing 
to help families devastated in the conflict by arranging for the evacuations of injured 
children to the U.S. for treatment and successfully identifying more cases eligible for 
compensation from the U.S. military.  
 
Marla’s most stunning achievement through CIVIC was her partnership with Senator 
Patrick Leahy to create a fund for war victims in both Afghanistan and Iraq.  The Iraq 
version of this program would later be named the Marla Ruzicka Iraqi War Victims Fund.  
Following Marla’s tragic passing in April 2005, her colleagues, friends and family knew that 
CIVIC had to continue.  In January 2006, CIVIC’s Board of Directors hired executive and 
associate directors; both are working with a vast network of government officials, 
humanitarians, journalists, and volunteers in both Washington and the Middle East to 
ensure Marla’s legacy lives on.  
 
This short manual outlines some of the activities we’ve found helpful in advocating for war 
victims – with examples of letters and advocacy methods used to build our campaign to 
change US policy. This manual can be used by groups anywhere in the world who want to 
pressure their own government in taking responsibility for civilian casualties they inflict 
either on their own people or on people of other countries. 
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What should your government do for civi l ians in conf l ict?  
 
Your end goal is dependent on your country’s current policies and procedures.  For 
example, you wouldn’t want to campaign for humanitarian aid for war victims if your 
government already has such a program (though most don’t); instead, you may want to 
advocate for more funds or more effective programming.  Likewise, if your government’s 
armed forces do not count civilian casualties caused by their actions that is a perfect place 
to put pressure on policymakers to change the way your government conducts itself in 
conflict.  
 
So what’s the first step?  Research.  Figure out what laws, policies, and procedures your 
military and government has in place (or do not, as the case may be).  Figure out which 
public figures – including policymakers – care about this issue.  Figure out what other 
organizations might be interested in joining your efforts.  
 
At CIVIC, we’ve found three general advocacy areas for work on civilian casualties:  
 
PROTECT 
The Fourth Geneva Convention ratified by most countries and now considered customary 
international law protects civilians in wartime. In the immediate wake of the staggering 
number of civilians killed and injured in World War II, the international community created a 
handful of documents to govern the laws of war. The Fourth Geneva Convention 
specifically emphasizes protecting noncombatants from harm during periods of armed 
conflict.  Common interpretation of the Fourth Convention holds it unethical to launch an 
attack indiscriminately in such a way that may knowingly cause non-combatants to be 
killed and any military objective must be weighed against the number of civilians likely to be 
harmed in achieving it.  
 
Protection of civilians in conflict becomes the first goal for humanitarian organizations when 
a conflict begins.  We call on our government or on the government of another country to 
do all they can to avoid killing and injuring innocent civilians.  We call on them to avoid 
‘indiscriminant targeting’ just as in the Geneva Conventions. In modern warfare, it isn’t 
feasible to completely prevent civilian casualties and this is well understood. There is, 
however, a legal and moral obligation to proactively avoid harming civilians to the fullest 
extent possible. 
 
 
RECOGNIZE 
The U.S. and most other countries currently have no public mechanism for counting 
civilian casualties when they go to war. Since the U.S. invasion of Iraq began in 2003, 
CIVIC has urged the Pentagon to implement a mechanism to record the number of civilian 
casualties incurred by U.S. forces. The number of civilians harmed by operations is an 
important measure of how well any military is doing in its job to avoid harm to civilians. 
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Logically, if there is no effort to count civilians, there is no way a nation can adequately 
back up the claim it is doing everything it can to avoid civilian casualties and abiding by its 
obligations under international law. Too, every statistic released on civilians killed and 
injured represents real human lives and families torn apart.  
 
AID 
Perhaps most important for civilians just following conflict and in the years afterward is aid 
to assist in rebuilding their lives.  CIVIC’s stance is that countries have an obligation to help 
those they have harmed, even if accidentally, by mistake or inadvertently.  
 
As you can see, already on your side are a set of international laws which have been 
accepted over the course of some 50 years. Naturally, every conflict is different and you 
may find ways to protect, recognize and aid war victims that go beyond, are more specific, 
or some variation of the main titles above.  Similarly, there will likely be cultural sensitivities 
inherent in your work that we could not include here – such as calling people suffering 
harm “survivors” instead of “victims.”  
 
War remains unpredictable, but what we do know is that in most wars, civilians are 
inevitably caught in the crossfire.  Which makes the need to go beyond protection and 
towards calling on governments to recognize and aid civilians caught in conflict an 
absolute necessity in any advocacy campaign on behalf of victims of war. 

Can your organization help? 
 
If you have requested or been given this advocacy tool kit, your organization is likely in a 
position to change the way your government addresses civilians harmed by their military 
operations.  
 
Strategic planning specifically for a campaign can be thought of as the process in which 
you assess your current situation, decide where you want to go and then plan how you 
can best get there.  One way to do this is to look at your Strengths, Weaknesses, 
Opportunities, and Threats for addressing the issue of war victims.  CIVIC recently went 
through this process and found it very helpful for figuring out where and how we can be 
most effective in changing US policy.  We think it will help most organizations trying to 
change their national policies.  Here’s a quick rundown:   
 
STRENGTHS are positive factors of an organization that will help a campaign for war 
victims.  Maybe you have financial or material resources, good access to your national 
government, a good public image (the public listens to what you have to say), an efficient 
organizational structure, contacts (for example, in the media or with other organizations 
with whom you can partner), supporters, specialist knowledge like an international 
humanitarian lawyer on staff or someone who knows how to compile a database of civilian 
casualties. 
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When planning the activities of your campaign, consider how these strengths will make 
your work easier. For example, if one of the objectives of a campaign includes garnering 
support from a particular religious group and you have a strong religious outreach 
program, you’re already making progress.  
 
WEAKNESSES are factors that inhibit an organizations’ ability to act generally or on 
particular issues.  Weaknesses might include a lack of experienced members, limited (or 
no) funds, lack of facilities, poor organizational capacity or poor public image. 
 
It is very important to identify your weaknesses so that you can either take steps to 
overcome them (such as partnering with organizations that can help fill these gaps) or 
avoid activities that you will be unable to cope with. 
 
OPPORTUNITIES are factors about the society you work in which might affect your 
campaign.  These might include an interested and sympathetic media, close links between 
your society and the government’s policies you are working to change, a meeting of an aid 
consortium, a visit to your country by the head of state of that country, other organizations 
that might be able to put effective pressure on the targets of your campaigning, such as 
trade unions, women’s groups, professional groups or ethnic groups, and important dates 
in the calendar like a national holiday you can use for publicity.  
 
When planning your work on a campaign or a particular activity, consider how you will take 
advantage of these opportunities. 
 
THREATS are factors in your society that limit your ability to contribute to a campaign.  
These will usually be out of your control, although as campaigners we may, in the longer 
term, hope to change at least some of the factors that represent a threat. 
 
Threats might include a political or economic crisis, a hostile government, an intolerance of 
campaigning or voluntary organizations, business or other sectors saying that human 
rights are against the national interest, a poor image arising from factors beyond the 
group’s control, human rights violations, security issues, etc. 
 
Threats must be analyzed carefully when planning involvement in a particular campaign or 
action. 
 
Note: Strengths and Weaknesses are mostly internal questions and relate to your 
organization’s campaign.  Opportunities and Threats are external and relate to the overall 
campaigning environment. 
 
 
Some questions you might ask your organizat ion: 
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 Can we expla in how the campaign wil l  contr ibute to changing the 
situation for v ict ims of war? (See above possibil it ies for change) 

 Can we explain why we are taking one course of action compared 
to another? 

 I f  we are successful, can we say what wil l be different at the end of 
the campaign as opposed to the situation at the beginning? 1 

 

  

Where do we go f rom here? 
The next step in strategizing an effective campaign to help civilians in conflict is to decide 
the end goal.  For example, one of your objectives for a campaign may be “government 
should make an official statement about civilian victims in this conflict.”  After identifying 
that goal, it’s time to figure out how to get there.  Letter writing campaigns or reaching out 
to the media could accomplish this – though remember that each campaign is different 
and it’s important to think both strategically and creatively.  A letter writing campaign in a 
region without Internet technology will be difficult, while in other places emails and faxes to 
policymakers send a powerful message.   
 
For example, one of CIVIC’s goals for an upcoming campaign is to ‘Get the US 
Department of Defense to count civilians harmed by US military operations.”  In order to do 
this we will need to strategize and be creative about the tools we use and timing of our 
actions – including knowing what organizations will partner with us, what policymakers 
agree with our stance, and when to send out a press release. 
 
Some questions that you might ask your organizat ion are: 
 Do you have a membership to mobil ize?  Who can send letters, ral ly  

public support, and receive updates on your campaign efforts?  
 How much money can you budget for a campaign? 
 How is your organizat ion seen in your society? 
 Is your government hosti le or open to your organizat ion? 
 Does media in your country inf luence public opin ion and government 

policy?  
 Who in your society may be able to inf luence your issue in other  

countr ies? 
 Which sections of your society should you prior it ize for developing your  

campaign?  Who are your fr iends?  Who are your foes? 
 What tools/materials are most effective for mobil izing your public and 

making change in your government? 
 

                                                
1 Thanks to Amnesty International’s Campaigning Manual 
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Principles for Good Campaigning 
 
 
 
Focus  Clari ty  Credibi l i ty  
 Objectives must be 

specific 
 Resources and energy 

must be concentrated 
 Research and analysis 

are needed to decide 
focus 

 Objectives and strategy 
need to be 
communicated clearly 

 All action needs to be 
clearly related to the 
objectives 

 Communications must 
be clear, internally and 
externally 

 

 In communications, 
the messenger can 
be as important as 
the message 

 Your motivation and 
information must be 
trusted and reliable 

Relevance  Timing  Commitment  
 Your campaign must 

connect with the people 
whom you want to 
involve 

 Your campaign must offer 
a solution relevant to the 
problem 

 The same action will 
have different effects at 
different times 

 The campaign can 
not stop until you 
achieve your desired 
goals 

 Try different strategies 
and techniques to 
discover the most 
effective 
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How do we get there? 
Once you figure out where you are now and define your objectives, it is time to take action.  
Of course there are many options when it comes to campaigning techniques including 
speaking tours, public events and protests and celebrity support.  However, for the 
purpose of this document we will focus on two broad topics, grass roots advocacy and 
media advocacy.  We have chosen to represent these here for two reasons; they are quite 
simple and easy to implement and they can be very effective when used correctly. 
 

Grassroots Advocacy on Behalf of  Civ i l ians in Confl ict 
Grassroots advocacy involves enlisting the support of likeminded individuals and other 
groups having similar legislative goals.  It means reaching out to political entities, including 
legislators, community groups, influential business/religious leaders, and the general 
public.  Legislative victories can flow from a strong grassroots program. 
 
The ultimate purpose of grassroots advocacy is to motivate supporters and the general 
public to contact their legislators.  Most legislation impacts the public one way or another. 
Therefore, the public must get involved in order to make a difference. 
 

Contacting Legis lators 

General  Guidel ines in Al l  Communications with Legislators 
 Be respectful. Disrespect will not win you points and may turn off the people you most 

want to reach. By being courteous and professional, you have the best chance of 
reaching your goals. 

 Remember: your legislators are people, too! When they do something right, they like to 
be told they’ve done so. Let them know you appreciate the job they’re doing – 
especially if they’ve advocated a position that’s important to you. 

 Understand the issues such that you become comfortable speaking or writing about 
the subject. Visit www.civicworldwide.org for more information on civilian casualties. 

 Be brief. Stay on point. Keep to the facts. Stick to one issue per contact, and clearly 
explain how it affects you and your family. 

 Be reasonable. Don’t give ultimatums. 
 Be constructive. A negative approach won’t get you far. 
  Ask for their support. If you support a bill, make that clear. Ask for your legislators’ 

support, too. 
 

Writ ing a Letter 
Letters are one important way for them to know whether an issue matters to the people 
they represent. The volume of letters a public official receives on an issue can affect the 
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way he/she votes. One letter can make the difference! Here are some tips for writing your 
legislators: 
 Write a personal letter. It is much more effective than a form letter. Tell your own story 

about how the issue affects you, your family or your community (see sample letters). 
 Identify yourself as a constituent. 
 Identify the bill number or issue on which you want action in the first paragraph of your 

letter, and state what action you want. 
 Try to stay to one page. 
 Be sure to include your return address on the letter. 
 Ask a question in your letter. By doing so, you show that you expect to continue the 

dialogue with the elected official. 
 

Sending an Email 
Emails can be a powerful tool if the actual decision maker receives it. Unless you have the 
personal email address of a staff person or otherwise know the legislator reads all their 
emails, it is probably best to go with a mailed letter. 
 
 Use a short header that summarizes its content and specifically tells your recipient 

what is in it. Remember, email messages are generally shorter than letters, so the 
message should be concise and as always, polite. When sending an email, the body of 
your message should use the following format: 

Your name 
Address 
City, 
State, Zip Code 
 
Dear (Member’s title and name): 
 

 If you know the legislator, make that clear in the first paragraph. This will alert the staff 
member that this email/letter deserves special attention. 

 Note if you live in the legislator’s district or state. 
 Ask the legislator to reply, and ask very directly whether he or she will support your 

position. Legislators are known for writing letters that avoid giving you their positions. 
 

Making a Telephone Call 
Legislators and other government decision-makers pay attention when citizens take the 
time to call and express their views on an issue. It may be quicker and easier than writing. 
And if an issue is moving fast, it may be the only way to get your message through in time 
to make an impact. Here are some general guidelines: 

 
 Prepare your remarks before you call (see sample Talking Points in the Appendix). 
 Don't be surprised if you don't speak to the official directly. Staff people who answer or 
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respond to the majority of constituent calls have the official's "ear" and will see that 
your comments are recorded and passed on. 

 Identify yourself as a constituent. 
 Say exactly what you are calling about (bill number, issue, etc.). 
 Say what you want the official to do. 
 Leave your name, address and phone number. 
 
 

Making a Personal Visit 
Meeting personally with your legislator is often the most effective means of getting your 
point across. 
 
 Do your homework on the issues in advance, and if possible, on the person with whom 

you will meet (such as the person's committee assignments, their past voting record 
and their position on victims of war issues). 

 Lead with your own story. Let your legislator know you care about the human cost of 
war and your family and your community do as well. 

 Go with a group, with a plan for a spokesperson and an order of speaking. Practice 
through a role-play first. 

 If you meet with an aide and not a legislator, don't panic. Legislative aides are the eyes 
and ears of their bosses. They will communicate your message. 

 Have a condensed version of your key points (2 minutes) ready for a wrap-up or in 
case the meeting time gets cut short. 

 Bring a fact sheet (to leave behind) outlining your basic message, with details on how 
to reach you. 

 Write a thank you note, sending along requested information, or otherwise following-up 
on any interest or commitments expressed by the legislator in your meeting. 
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Media Advocacy 
Working with local media to cover the issues that are important to you is a powerful way to 
advocate for your cause. The media has a strong effect on politics and on the way people 
perceive issues around the world. A well-written and strongly supported article such as a 
letter to the editor or an opinion piece (op-ed) can have an impact on your entire 
community and those who govern it.  
 
The media can be, and has been, successfully utilized as a conduit for change. Voicing 
your opinion in local and national newspapers is an important part of activism.  
Nevertheless, media work can be a daunting experience if you’ve never done it before. 
Media work doesn't require expertise or experience; successful advocacy media work only 
requires a little bit of practice, lots of persistence and a commitment to making a 
difference.   
 
Communicating through the media allows you to reach a larger audience on issues that 
are important to you. The letters to the editor and op-ed sections in newspapers provide a 
forum to voice your opinion and send a message to your community and its leaders. 
 

Writ ing an Op-Ed 
Op-eds – an editorial expressing your organization’s position – is an important opportunity 
to get your perspective into a newspaper and add facts a news story may have left out.  
Op-eds are written by professionals, writers and members of the community.  They offer a 
chance for a reader to make a contribution to the paper on an issue.  
 
These articles, however, carry a lot of weight and are often difficult to get published. In 
national papers, op-eds are often written by well-known public figures, so you should 
target a local paper, magazine, or campus media. A well-written and strongly supported 
article can have an impact on your entire community and those who govern it.  
 
Some basic t ips to fol low with letters to the editor include: 
 
Planning 
 Determine your main take-home message. 
 Explain why this issue is timely. 
 Offer a solution to the issue/problem. 
 Provide examples, if possible, and relate the issue to a personal experience. 
 Consider your publication outlet carefully according to its readership.  
 
Writ ing Rules 
 Open by grabbing your readers’ attention. 
 State your point early on and in a clear manner. 
 Include statistics/data for credibility and cite them. 
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 End with a strong conclusion. 
 At the end of your op-ed, provide a short bio to display your credibility.  Include your 

name, title and affiliation. 
 
How to get it  published 
 
 Always write a cover letter to the editor. This will help the editor to better 

understand why you’re qualified to comment on civilian casualties.  
 Focus on a current  event or debate;  aim to inform your audience.  Nobody 

is interested in old news. Pick a topic that is current and do your homework. 
 Time is of  the essence! News cycles move quickly these days. Generally speaking 

if you would like to comment on news that took place today you should plan to send 
your article today if possible or at least within the next couple of days. E-mail is making 
submissions quicker and easier.  Check the website of the publication you are 
targeting to check submission guidelines 

 Focus on a local angle. Illustrate to the editor and the people that will read your 
article why this topic is important to your community. 

 Don’t drum on. Typical op-eds are between 700 - 850 words.  Again, check the 
publications submission guidelines to ensure that your article isn’t disqualified because 
it doesn’t meet the criteria. 

 Be sure that your po int is  unique. Do a little homework on what articles that have 
been published in your target publication and create a unique argument. 

 

Writ ing a letter to the editor 
Letters to the editor are sent to publications, usually newspapers and magazines, to raise 
concern about an issue. They are often in response to previously published articles or 
current issues. Letters to the editor are an easier alternative to an op-ed, as they are 
shorter, about 250 words or less, and a great way to begin press activism. 
 
Letters to the editor can be effective tools for activism. Reporters, policy makers, and the 
public often read letters to the editor to measure the public mood, identify timely issues 
and monitor public debate. A letter to the editor provides a simple, easy and valuable tool 
to contribute to media and the overall advocacy efforts on an issue. Letters can extend the 
length of time and issue remains on the public agenda and help maintain a sense of 
urgency for policy makers. 
 
In writing letters to the editor, it is important to be proactive and not reactive. One should 
not respond directly to the opposition's letters. It is better to write a proactive letter 
supporting one's own position; otherwise, the opposition gets a second bit of attention by 
being mentioned in the reaction letter. 
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Some basic t ips to fol low with letters to the editor include: 
 
Planning 
 Pick one point or topic to discuss. 
 Review previously published letters and identify any similarities. 
 Research the publication's audience and write your letter accordingly.  
 
Writ ing Rules 
 Comment on a recently published article in the publication or relate your letter to 

current events. 
 Use facts and evidence to support your point. 
 Keep it clear, succinct and memorable. Letters to the editor are short, so get straight to 

the point. 
 
How to Get It Published 
 Follow Instructions - Consult the newspaper's specifications on publishing a letter to 

the editor. For example, word limit, author information, format, etc. Always include your 
name, signature, address, and telephone number. 

 Connect your article to current events - Putting your letter in the perspective of today's 
world makes your letter relevant. 

 Use a unique angle - Newspapers normally receive hundreds of letters on the same 
subject and are more likely to use a letter that stands out and has a refreshing 
perspective. 
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Appendix 

Sample Organizational Letter to Representative 
 
May 9, 2006 
  
The Honorable Jim Kolbe 
The U.S. House of Representatives 
237 Cannon House Office Building 
Washington, DC 20515 
  
Re: I raq Community  Act ion Program (CAP) in FY06 Emergency Supplemental  
  
Dear Congressman Kolbe, 
  
On behalf of Campaign for Innocent Victims in Conflict (CIVIC), I write to urge your support of 
funding for the Iraq Community Action Program (CAP) and the Marla Ruzicka Iraqi War Victims 
Fund when the FY06 Emergency Supplemental goes to conference in the coming weeks.  
  
The Senate bill provides $75 million for CAP of which $10 million is for the Ruzicka Fund, while the 
House bill provides $10 million for CAP.  The U.S. nongovernmental organizations implementing 
CAP in Iraq cannot continue working if they do not receive this critical assistance.  
  
CAP is building a post-Saddam Hussein society through small-business loans, education, new 
homes for displaced families and other projects.  I just returned from Iraq and can tell you that this 
program is the success story the U.S. needs.  

Aid is essential to rebuilding Iraqi communities.  Projects through CAP not only improve living 
conditions, they also strengthen local initiative and democratic decision-making.  By continuing 
CAP we can further the U.S. goal of building a strong, safe Iraq by helping the people who will 
make that a reality – Iraqi civilians.   

There are several concerns should CAP not receive the funding it needs:  

 As of the end of 2005, Iraqi communities had contributed $37.4 million worth of in-kind 
resources to CAP projects through land, labor and materials. Another year of funding will go a 
long way toward solidifying this on-the-ground commitment and community capacity-building. 

 CAP has trained over 17,000 members of community action groups and more than 620 
national staff members; only one in twenty of CAP’s staff in Iraq is an expatriate. These 
community groups cannot continue without CAP funding.  

 The CAP partners implement the Marla Ruzicka Iraqi War Victims Fund, which provides 
medical care and other assistance to civilians who have been injured and the families of those 
killed as a result of military operations.  This program not only helps these war victims rebuild 
their lives, it also benefits U.S. troops by mitigating some of the Iraqis’ anger and resentment 
caused by these tragic incidents.  

 It will not be possible to sustain or recreate the networks of communities and local leaders so 
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carefully built over the past three years with CAP funding.    

CIVIC urges you to support the $75 million included in the FY06 Emergency Supplemental by the 
Senate as this bill goes to conference.  We believe this program is critical to the well-being of the 
Iraqi people and the future stability of Iraq. 

Sincerely,  
  
  
 
Sarah Holewinski 
Executive Director 
202.612.4354 
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Sample Grassroots Letter to Head of State 
 
January 15, 2006 
 
President George Bush 
The White House 
Washington, DC 20500 
 
Dear Mr. President,   
 
As a proud American citizen, I am writing with deep concern for the families of civilian casualties in 
Iraq.  
 
I support our troops who are working so hard overseas to bring hope and promise to the Iraqi 
people.  They are true patriots.  I know that our military tries to avoid civilian casualties when 
fighting in Iraq, but they continue to occur with devastating consequences.   Just recently a family 
home north of Baghdad was mistakenly bombed, killing at least 6 civilians.  The surviving family 
members will never again see those that were killed.  I believe they should be recognized and 
counted by my government and compensated for their loss.  
 
I was heartened to hear your speech in Philadelphia on December 12th, when you reflected on 
those Iraqis killed – some 30,000 since the U.S. invaded in March 2003.  It made me proud to 
have my country’s leadership publicly recognize the men, women and children who have lost their 
lives and loved ones to this conflict.  
 
As you know, the U.S. does not keep an accurate count of civilian casualties in Iraq.  A 
compassionate response to the families suffering in Iraq would include gathering this information, 
despite the obvious difficulties in doing so, and to then compensate the families who have lost their 
sons, daughters, mothers and fathers.   
 
Mr. President, recognizing civilian deaths in Iraq would show the people of that burgeoning 
democracy that every life is valued.  I urge you to hold the Pentagon responsible for counting 
civilian casualties in Iraq and to make sure aid is getting to those who have tragically lost a loved 
one, just as each civilian death is another vote lost for democracy.  
 
 
Sincerely,  
 
 
[insert citizen name here] 
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Sample Grassroots Letter to Secretary, Minister, or Defense 
Off icial    
 
 
July 14, 2006 
 
The Honorable Donald Rumsfeld 
Secretary of Defense 
The Pentagon 
 
Dear Mr. Rumsfeld,   
 
As an American citizen, I am writing with deep concern for the families of civilian casualties in Iraq 
and Afghanistan.  The investigations into Haditha and new ethics training for troops show that you 
are working to improving U.S. military operations but there is more work to be done.  
 
We must do everything we can to recognize ordinary Iraqis killed in the war and aid civilian families 
that need have been harmed.  I applaud the recent positive steps taken by soldiers at checkpoints 
to reduce the number of civilians killed. 
 
However, too many innocent civilians continue to be lost.  My country’s leadership should do all it 
can to publicly recognize the men, women and children who have been harmed in this conflict and 
improve the aid available to them and their families.  
 
In particular, I believe condolence payments are vital to the U.S. military's mission in Iraq.  
However, for this program to be most effective and to truly help those in greatest need, there must 
be standard and fair guidelines for dispersing payments, training for the military officers charged 
with handling the families’ claims and an evaluation of the $2,500 cap placed on payments, as this 
is not an adequate amount for families in need.  
 
The condolence program should also be made permanent in U.S. practice, with it’s own source of 
sustainable funding to ensure that condolences remain available as long as they are necessary. 
This will ensure that civilians harmed by the conflict will receive the help they need and that our 
American value of compassion is displayed under the tragic circumstances of civilian casualties. 
 
Sincerely,  
 
 
[Insert citizen name here] 
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Sample Grassroots Letter to Elected or Decision-Making 
Representative 
 
 
July 25, 2006 
 
Senator Patrick Leahy 
United States Senate 
Washington, DC 
 
Dear Senator Leahy,   
 
As an American citizen, I am writing with deep concern for the families of civilian casualties in Iraq.  
 
I understand that our military tries to avoid civilian casualties when fighting in Iraq.  However, they 
continue to occur with devastating consequences.  I believe these civilians should be recognized 
by my government and helped in their need to rebuild.  
 
A compassionate response to the tens of thousands of families suffering in Iraq includes your 
support of the Iraq Community Action Program (ICAP) and the Marla Ruzicka Iraqi War Victims 
Fund (Marla Fund).  This humanitarian aid from the U.S.  ensures that Iraqis harmed by the conflict 
receive the help they need. Widows receive small business loans and business training; children 
and orphans of the war receive education; and, bombed homes and buildings are rebuilt. 
 
I believe this help is an American value we cannot let fall away.  Plus, this is a community rebuilding 
program, which to me means it is for Iraqis, by Iraqis and in the long term will help Iraq become 
stable. 
 
Helping civilians harmed by conflict in Iraq would show the people of that burgeoning democracy 
that every life is valued.  I urge you to support the ICAP and Marla Fund programs in the FY2007 
budget when it comes across your desk in the next couple of weeks.   
 
I believe my country’s leadership should do all it can to publicly recognize the men, women and 
children who have been harmed in this conflict. 
 
Sincerely,  
 
 
 
[insert citizen name here] 
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Sample Letter to Editor of a Local or National Paper 
 
 
Dear Editor, 
 
Last year in April, a young humanitarian named Marla Ruzicka was killed in Baghdad.  She was 
helping innocent Iraqi victims that were injured or who had lost family members.  Her legacy is 
something we should all continue by recognizing the tens of thousands of civilian casualties around 
the world. 
 
With the growing violence in the Middle East it is important for us all to take notice of the need to 
aid the innocent victims.  Regardless of who harms them or how they are harmed, all non-
combatant victims of war should be recognized and aided. 
 
I care about providing aid to the children, women and men of Iraq and recognizing the loved ones 
they have lost because I would not accept anything less for my own family. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
 
 
Marla Bertagnolli 
1630 Connecticut Ave NW 
Washington, DC  20009 
202.558.6958 
marlab@civicworldwide.org  
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Sample Op-Ed 
 
The True Cost Of War 
 
By Sarah Holewinski 
Saturday, April 15, 2006; Page A15 
 
A year ago tomorrow, in Baghdad, a young woman from California was killed by a suicide 
bomb. Marla Ruzicka was working to get aid to Iraqi civilians harmed by U.S. military 
operations when her car and that of her colleague Faiz Ali Salim was destroyed on the 
now-infamous airport road. 
 
Marla's legacy lives on in the countless people continuing her work and in the families she 
tried so hard to assist. Her help to victims of war should also be enshrined in our policies if 
we as a country are to be, as Marla put it, "just a little bit better." 
 
To America's credit, we've made some progress on the issue of civilian casualties. The 
Pentagon has a program of condolence payments -- a way for the military on the ground 
to directly compensate a family for the death of a loved one. Congress created the Marla 
Ruzicka Iraqi War Victims Fund and a similar fund for Afghanistan, with a total to date of 
$38 million for families and communities of those injured and killed in Iraq and Afghanistan. 
This program, coupled with our larger humanitarian aid in Iraq (the community action 
program) is building a post-Saddam Hussein society through small-business loans, 
education for orphans, new homes for displaced families and other projects. What's more, 
the Iraqi people love it. They need the help, and this small amount of money to rebuild 
communities -- by Iraqis and for Iraqis -- is mitigating resentment toward Americans. 
 
In October, in a report to Congress on U.S. efforts in Iraq, the Pentagon for the first time, 
and despite previous claims to the contrary, admitted to keeping information -- albeit 
woefully incomplete -- on Iraqi casualties. In December, President Bush publicly 
acknowledged Iraqi civilian casualties. 
 
But even these are baby steps at best. The 30,000 casualties cited by Bush is the bare 
minimum estimate, based on media reports that miss a significant portion of the violence 
(reporters cannot be everywhere). The president's spokesman was quick to say that this 
was not an official estimate. We know that's true, because the United States does not 
keep adequate records of civilian casualties. And the military's program of condolence 
payments -- while important -- suffers from weaknesses that prevent compensation to 
many families that need it most. 
 
The brutality of the insurgency has also made it much harder for humanitarian workers 
such as Marla to help victims of war in most parts of the country. Worse, in some areas 
insurgents have threatened to kill Iraqis who accept help from Americans. Although 
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experienced military officers have learned that treating civilians well is critical to their 
mission, the U.S. search for an exit strategy may encourage tactics that put civilians at 
greater risk -- including more reliance on airstrikes to target insurgents. In populated areas, 
this makes it all the more likely that civilians will be hit. 
 
Marla believed passionately that all human lives are sacred, whether those of our brave 
men and women serving in Iraq or of the Iraqi children, mothers and fathers she tried so 
hard to make us see. She taught us that in addition to our obligations under international 
law, doing everything possible to avoid harm to civilians when we go to war and 
recognizing those who are harmed is critical to winning hearts and minds, something our 
military and administration officials have maintained is necessary to succeed in Iraq. 
Clearly, we have a lot more work to do. 
 
In the early days of the conflict, Bush said, "The citizens of Iraq are coming to know what 
kind of people we have sent to liberate them. American forces and our allies are treating 
innocent civilians with kindness." 
 
There are concrete ways the United States can live up to that statement and show the 
world what kind of people we are. 
 
First, we should fully fund the community action program in Iraq. This humanitarian work 
on the ground is the success story we need. 
 
Second, the Pentagon should adopt procedures to record civilian casualties caused by 
U.S. forces. War is not an exact science, and the Pentagon says it does not keep a record 
for that reason. But we should keep the best count we can. We will never be seen as 
credibly minimizing harm to noncombatants if we do not keep data to back up the claim 
that we are doing so. With increasing air strikes, U.S. military planners must also do more 
to assess the risk to civilians before launching attacks, and should include in post-attack 
reports any available information on civilian casualties. The current lack of data makes the 
improvement of those procedures difficult. 
 
Third, we should create clear guidelines for the Pentagon's condolence payments. It would 
help to increase training for the military officers deployed to war zones on how these funds 
should be used to compensate innocent victims. 
 
Only by doing these things will we know the true cost of war. And only by knowing the 
cost will we be able to mitigate it. That is the cause for which Marla Ruzicka dedicated her 
life -- making sure the United States is there to help and not hurt, to build and not destroy, 
and to show respect for the worth of every person. 
 
The writer is executive director of CIVIC (Campaign for Innocent Victims in Conflict), a 
Washington-based organization founded by Marla Ruzicka. 
 




