Tips for Writing Effective "Letters to the Editor"

The editorial page is one of the most important sections of any newspaper. More people read the "Letters to the Editor" section than many other portions of the newspaper.  This is an ideal forum for conveying your message about an environmental issue.  Editorials educate the readers on important topics of the day, shape public attitudes, affect elected officials, and influence key policy decisions at the local, state and national level.  A legislator is very sensitive to the editorial opinion published in papers in their jurisdiction.  The Editorial page of your community or regional paper is a valuable resource in the pursuit to protect the environment.  Here are some tips and suggestions for writing a letter:
· Learn the newspaper’s style.  Read several "Letters to the Editor" in the paper which you wish to send a letter to in order to gain a sense of the style of letters the Editor prints.  Understand the newspaper’s audience and its circulation size.

· Use your own words.  Don’t use a form letter.  Let your personality and thoughts show by being serious, humorous, or ironic, but don’t be nasty or offensive.

· Localize your letter.  Explain how the issue will affect people in the paper’s readership area.

· Know your subject.  Be sure you know your subject or issue if you are going to criticize or attack someone or something.  Use facts and take the time to do research.

· Offer a solution.  Whether stating a specific or general approach to an issue, solutions are always a more intelligent manner of following up on criticism.

· Identify the responsible person in your letter.  Name the decision maker, elected official, or responsible person in your letter.  If you want the public to contact a specific legislator, include their phone number or address in the letter.

· Keep it brief.  Keep your letter succinct and more readers will read the entire text.  Avoid rambling sentences and big words.  A letter less than 250 words has a better chance of being printed (e.g., the Hartford Courant has a hard 200 word limit).  Another rule of thumb is to write no more than four paragraphs with each paragraph consisting of two to three sentences.  In addition, limit the number of points you make and stay on the same subject.

· Be aware that your letter may be edited for length and content.  Check the "Letters to the Editor" section of the newspaper for word limit instructions.  Some editorial writers will edit letters for readability and length.

· Type your letter.  It is best to type your letter or legibly handwrite your letter.

· Email your Letter to the Editor.  If the newspaper is circulated daily, email your letter so it will get there quicker and possibly printed faster.  Check the paper’s editorial submission instructions to find the correct email address or call the newspaper.  Sending it to the wrong email address will probably get it deleted.
· Sign your letter.  Most Editors will not accept a letter unless it is signed.

· Include your address and daytime phone number.  Most Editors will not accept a letter unless you include your address and daytime phone number.  Be aware that someone from the newspaper may call you to verify facts.  Check for any other requirements in the "Letters to the Editor" section of the newspaper.

· Watch the newspaper for your letter.  If it does not show up within a few days or in the next issue, call the Editor’s office to politely ask about the letter.  They may be able to offer tips to help you the next time you submit a letter.

