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Lobbyists’ Relationship  
with Texas Legislators

While there is some debate about how much influence these large lobbying contracts 
actually have, there is no doubt that the millions of dollars invested in professional 
lobbying will have some impact. These companies did not become large by making 
investments that did not produce returns. Clearly, they have reaped some reward in 
keeping their views before the legislature.

While there is a debate about the impact of lobbyists in Austin, there is no doubt 
about their visibility during the legislative session. Legislators and staff find themselves 
wined and dined by lobbyists, and free meals are not hard to come by during the 
session. The rule that lobbyists be present explains why you will often see the staff of a 
lobbying firm tending a table of breakfast burritos left by an interest group. Of course, 
winning a legislator’s vote is not as easy as buying him or her a meal, and state officials 
consistently deny that their support can be bought with gifts, travel, or campaign 
donations. However, giving elected officials campaign contributions or sharing a meal 
with them is a means of getting access and creating a friendly connection between 
official and lobbyist. With so many constituents and professional lobbyists competing 
for a legislator’s time, simply having access to the legislator or his or her staff is a 
fundamental part of winning influence.

Access can be promoted in a number of ways beyond traditional lobbying or 
campaign contributions. Former House Speaker Tom Craddick was criticized for 
raising over $1 million for renovation and upkeep on the Speaker’s apartment in the 
Texas capitol building after AT&T and Dallas oilman T. Boone Pickens led the list of 
donors, each chipping in $250,000 for the apartment. While the money was controlled 
by the State Preservation Board, many people were concerned that gambling interests 

and other special interests were the 
source behind the money used for 
the Speaker’s living quarters.

Legislators are especially likely to 
rely on lobbyists given the short sessions 
and limited staff assistance in Texas. 
With only 140 days in the session and 
a staff of only a few full-time people, 
legislators find themselves needing 
information on a wide variety of issues 
on very short notice. The familiar 
face of a lobbyist may be the easiest 
source of information for a hurried 
legislator or staff person trying to sort 
out complicated issues such as health 
care or education funding. This is one 
of the reasons that former officials or 
staffers are the more prominent and 
successful lobbyists. These veterans 
of the process are familiar with the 
problems of the legislators, if not the 
legislators themselves.

Sandra Haverlah (center), lobbyist for the Environmental Defense Fund, talks with Colin 
Meehan (left), director of regulatory and public affairs for First Solar, and Cyrus Reed 
(right), conservation director of the Lone Star Chapter of the Sierra Club, after their 
testimony before a committee of the Texas House of Representatives.
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