Introduction
As-Salaamu Alaikum

The Muslim Students’ Association National (MSA National) is a national umbrella organization of MSAs across the country. It aids in bringing Muslims together on not only the campus level but also at the local, regional, state, and national level for collaborative efforts that extend beyond the scope of the campus. In years past, the focus has been on developing a tradition of national and regional collaborative efforts through MSA National’s annual Zonal and Continental Conferences. However, this effort has sometimes come at the expense of the development of local and state collaborative initiatives. Some MSAs have found the need for this movement away from isolated MSA chapters to those that breakdown the distinction between one Muslim community and the other. Councils have formed in areas such as the west coast, the mid-Atlantic, and the South. To standardize and institutionalize this process, this manual has been developed to aid those interested in Muslim collaborative efforts. I would like to remind all those who wish to start up councils that this structure is well integrated into the Bylaws and Constitution of MSA National and therefore adheres to certain “policies” (notice loose terminology) that do not necessarily stifle creativity but give it structure, purpose, and vision.
According to the Bylaws of MSA National, the Board of Directors (BOD) has the ability to delineate regions in each zone that can serve as places where local MSAs collaborate and work together on projects and programs. In many ways, this alleviates the past issues MSA National has faced- staying in contact and being relevant at the local level. In the past, much effort has been put into collecting individual email contacts, but this has proven to be futile given the high turnover of MSA Executive Members and the migration of people to other parts of the country.

Councils provide an alternative approach to such a tedious method, providing benefits for chapters in that they maintain strong ties amongst chapters regionally and with MSA National as well. During this process, chapters can begin to affiliate online which will help maintain permanent contact and provide tangible benefit as a result (i.e. MSA Link shipping, voting privileges, member card privileges, discounts on merchandise and conferences, etc.). The premise for the institutionalization of such a method of communication is that it not only recognizes the grassroots nature of MSA National, it also lessens the time it takes for MSA National to communicate with locals, hold projects and events, and simply stay in touch when it comes time for elections.

The BOD has identified 23 regions in the U.S. and Canada, which can serve as the formation of councils. These councils can hold MSA events amongst themselves as well as MSA National events (conferences, retreats, seminars, etc.). The regions are as follows (those in bold do not exist yet):

New York City: New York City Council
Eastern Massachusetts: Boston Council

Western Massachusetts: 5-Star Council

Connecticut: Connecticut Council

Philadelphia: Liberty Council

D.C./Maryland/NOVA: D.C. Council

Southern Virginia: Virginia Council
North Carolina: North Carolina Council
Atlanta: Atlanta Council

Florida: Florida Council

Ohio: Ohio Council
Michigan: Great Lakes Council

Chicago/Wisconsin: Chicago Council
Texas: Lone Star Council

Missouri/Kansas/Nebraska/Iowa: Great Plains Council
Arizona/New Mexico/Utah/Colorado: Southwest Council
California/Nevada: MSA West

Washington/Oregon/Idaho: MSA Northwest

Southwest Ontario: Southwest Ontario Muslim Student Association (SWOMSA)

Toronto: Greater Toronto Area Council (GTA)

Quebec: Montreal Council
Manitoba/Saskatchewan: Winnipeg Council
Alberta/British Columbia: Vancouver Council
After identifying these regions, it is now apparent that MSA National must develop point contacts for each region to begin council formation. Insha’Allah, it is not too far off where collaboration on individual, local/regional, and national events and projects can happen.
Wa Alaikum As-Salaam
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MSA National Bylaws

According to the Bylaws of MSA National, councils are an integral part of the organizational structure. From the Bylaws:

Article V:
Internal Structures
Section 4:
State, Provincial, and Regional Councils

A. A council is a coordinating body for chapter MSAs in a given geographical area.
B. A Council Chair:

1. Is elected by the constituent chapter MSAs;

2. Facilitates communication between council chapters;
3. Facilitates communication between council chapters and the relevant Zonal Representative;
4. Conducts meetings with MSA chapters in his/her state/province/region bi-annually or four times a year.
C. A council must have a minimum of two executive, voting members other than the council chair.

D. Councils in each Zone will assist in the planning and execution of the annual Zonal Conference.
E. The target number of regions/councils in each Zone is to be determined by the BOD as it sees fit.
F. A region is an area that can be visited (round trip) within one day’s travel by car.
Council Bylaws
Given this reality as stated above, MSA National found it necessary to develop a separate codified structure for councils in the form of bylaws. Please find those bylaws attached in a separate document. It might be the case that not everything within those bylaws is pertinent to each region. Therefore, MSA National asks you to use these as a strong and robust framework that will need changes given one’s own context. Nevertheless, it is crucial each council has a structured process of going about day-to-day affairs regardless if the form is different from what is shown in the provided bylaws. Rules and context provide legitimacy as well given how diverse the opinions, visions, and directions we have as Muslims living in the U.S. and Canada. The council bylaws must be on file with MSA National.
MSA Membership

The first step after developing bylaws is to hold elections and encourage the participation of all chapters in the region that show interest. Ideally, the Council BOD should pool active individuals from these MSAs to run for board positions and to act as liaisons between the council and the member chapters. Regardless of the membership, it is ideal if each chapter within the council affiliate with MSA National to aid in future communication and relevancy (the common misnomer is that if you affiliate with MSA National, you are bound by many certain restrictive policies, which is baseless and untrue). In the past, there has been a certain fee attached to this but the MSA National BOD is looking to abolish this possibly to encourage affiliation, which provides mutual benefits for both parties involved. For MSA National, it gives it the ability to easily stay in touch with chapters and for chapters it provides tangible benefits such as individuals purchasing MSA National member cards, having MSA National deliver its Link magazine to the chapter, voting privileges, and possible discounts to MSA National events as well.

To draw on active, committed individuals when initially forming is sometimes the hardest part of forming any coordinating body. Therefore, MSA National has certain recommendations:

1. The initial Council BOD should consist of individuals (positions noted in the attached bylaws) that are currently or have previously served on chapter boards.

a. This ensures against having individuals who have no strong affiliation to the member chapter, defeating the purpose of having a coordinating body at all.

b. It is usually best to stay away from Presidents as members of the council as they can be quite busy running the affairs of the chapter.

c. It may be better to try individuals who have handled communication and event planning roles in the member chapters

2. Each member should try to encourage the chapter to affiliate with MSA National and provide the relevant contact data that can help MSA National keep in touch with them.
a. He/She should also bring this relevant information to the council following each election cycle so that council can stay in contact amongst themselves as well as with the chapters.
b. To affiliate, a chapter will need the following information

i. Individual: Name, phone, and email of individual registering chapter

ii. School Information: Name, Name of chapter, MSA E-board Email (active and checked), Zone, Total Members, Website link, and Date automatically filled in

iii. Address: Permanent MSA address, phone, and fax

iv. Board: Name and personal contact info (phone and email) for President, Vice President, Secretary, and Treasurer

v. Mailing List request: Permission to send info to Secretary/Webmaster to post relevant MSA National info

1. Email required if not same as Secretary

Below are instructions on how to set up an e-board email that is required for affiliation:
Instructions if you have a domain name

1. If you have a domain name (i.e. www.upennmsa.org), then you can use the Google application to set up your internal documentation system for your MSA as well as personalized email accounts (http://www.google.com/a/help/intl/en/npo/index.html)
a. Google has instructions to lead you through this process.
2. Once you set up a Google account for your domain name, have the administrator create an e-board account of the format: board@yourdomainname (i.e. board@upennmsa.org)
3. Once you have done that, in this new Gmail account there is a tab on the top right that is called “Settings.” Click on “Settings.”
4. Once in “Settings”, click the tab “Filters.”
5. Once in “Filters,” click “Create a New Filter.”
6. In the “To:” line, type in your new e-board email address and click “Next Step.”
7. Check “Forward it to:” and type in the personal email of one of your board members.
8. Repeat Steps 5-7 for each board member so that any incoming email to this account will be forwarded to all board members. This email can then be the primary use of internal communication amongst board members as well as externally with other MSAs and MSA National (i.e. when communicating with your board, email this address to email all individuals; when communicating with other MSAs, use their e-board emails to get in contact with them rather than searching for individual contact info).
9. Once you set up this email, email ittfchair@msanational.org to indicate the university and e-board email.
10. As boards change, update the filters to reflect the new personal emails.

Instructions if you do not have a domain name

1. If you do not have a domain name (i.e. www.upennmsa.org) then MSA National can use its domain name to generate an e-board email for you (i.e. maintains both identification with MSA National and your chapter). Contact ittfchair@msanational.org if you would like one set up. Please indicate your official university name so we can generate an appropriate email. We will send the new email username and password back to the email used to contact us.
2. Once you request MSA National to set up an e-board email, it will be in the form of (school)board@msanational.org (i.e. upennboard@msanational.org)
3. Once that is done, in this new Gmail account there is a tab on the top right that is called “Settings.” Click on “Settings.”
4. Once in “Settings”, click the tab “Filters.”
5. Once in “Filters,” click “Create a New Filter.”
6. In the “To:” line, type in your new e-board email address and click “Next Step.”
7. Check “Forward it to:” and type in the personal email of one of your board members.
8. Repeat Steps 5-7 for each board member so that any incoming email to this account will be forwarded to all board members. This email can then be the primary use of internal communication amongst board members as well as externally with other MSAs and MSA National (i.e. when communicating with your board, email this address to email all individuals; when communicating with other MSAs, use their e-board emails to get in contact with them rather than searching for individual contact info).
9. As boards change, update the filters to reflect the new personal emails.

Example: No matter what form of the above two your e-board email takes, it will be of important use internally. In my experience as a Penn MSA board member, whenever I wished to get in contact with the board, I emailed board@upennmsa.org to contact the others as a whole board. As the boards changed, our webmaster edited the filters so that they reflected the new personal emails of the new members. If we can have every MSA from across the country develop an e-board email, Insha’Allah MSA National can aggregate these so that we can stay in contact with chapters and that chapters can stay in contact amongst themselves, especially in concentrated regions and cities (i.e. Chicago MSAs maintaining contact amongst themselves throughout the year).
Following this formation, MSA National will then set up permanent council contact info that the council should use when communicating externally with individuals. At the time of the writing of this manual, MSA National is looking to develop a strong website presence for councils where they will be able to post this information as well as other relevant information regarding its activities. This will be done partially through Syncspot, which will be out in January 2010 at the earliest.

In the meantime, MSA National will set up emails using its own domain in the following manner (Note: Following positions as noted in the bylaws and example used with D.C. Council):

1. Council Chair: dcchair@msanational.org
2. Council Vice Chair: dcvicechair@msanational.org
3. Council Treasurer: dctreasurer@msanational.org
4. Council Secretary: dcsecretary@msanational.org
5. Council Outreach: dcoutreach@msanational.org
There is also a council email account that will forward all emails sent to it to each member of the council. It may look something like this: dccouncil@msanational.org

The council should make use of these accounts to communicate externally as it will serve a record keeping function for MSA National and future councils. Each year, the council should transition these email accounts to the new board. MSA National can reset passwords if need be to give access to these accounts.
Advertising

The second step after setting up the council is to advertise its formation through mediums that help promote the existence and relevancy of each council. What better way than through online social networking platforms such as Facebook and Insha’Allah Syncspot on MSA National’s website. At the time of the writing of this manual, Syncspot is currently in its development stages and will be out in January 2010 at the earliest. There will be a specific page for each council where one can manage the external communication a council has with the rest of the Muslim community in addition to a Syncspot page (similar to Facebook groups but far more functional). In the meantime, MSA National will help each council setup Facebook groups through the Media and Communications Task Force (MCTF- mctfchair@msanational.org). The following is how it will take place:

1. Once a region has shown interest in developing a council, has held elections and appointed individuals to certain positions as delineated in its bylaws, the next step is to advertise the formation.
2. The MCTF Chair (mctfchair@msanational.org) and the individual handling Facebook groups will set up a group that will have the following

a. Type: Public Group for anyone to join

b. Wall, photos, and video enabled for everyone

c. Description: Basic Description of Council, its activities, and other pertinent information

d. Name: Council Name – MSA National

e. Officers: Council Board of Directors (BOD) and respective Zonal Representative

f. Admins: MCTF Chair, Zonal Representative, and Council Chair

3. The respective Zonal Representative and Council Chair will encourage and advertise for membership to the Council through friends and others who might show interest in joining.

After this has taken place, the council will have a membership base from which it can pool together individuals for volunteer help in the day-to-day activities of the council.

Activities

This part addresses the purpose and core essence of the council. Without any activities to show for itself, the council will easily loose relevancy and legitimacy amongst the constituent chapters. However, activities driven by particular MSAs do not forward the purpose of the council, which is to bring chapters together that otherwise would have remain isolated on their respective campuses. These events do not necessarily have to be large or complex in nature but simply consistent in that they maintain the presence and relevancy of the council in people’s minds. Therefore, when election season rolls around, the old Council BOD is not scrambling to find individuals to replace them.
Below, one can find events that range from small to big, but the key thing to remember again is consistency and quality and not necessarily quantity. Students can easily burn themselves out with too many events, leaving the council dead for extended periods.

Zonal Conference
Theoretically (as described in the MSA National Bylaws), councils should be the major point contact for the respective ZR. When it comes to holding the annual Zonal Conference in the five MSA National zones, councils ideally should be the organizing body that the ZR comes to. Planning and execution primarily should take place through the council since the conference serves as a platform to encourage a united effort amongst many MSAs to host a large-scale event. This does not necessarily mean the conference chair or all committee members should come from the council itself but it does mean the council is the facilitator of such organization. Zonal Conferences that are planned by a single MSA do not achieve a primary objective of this event, to bring Muslims from many different communities together, but only perpetuates the idea that isolation and not integration is ok.

To plan a Zonal Conference, talk to the relevant ZR and he/she will direct you to the Zonal Conference proposal from, budget sheet, and manual. Be aware that to put on such an event is not an easy task and will require many hours on the part of the council and the local committee. In addition, applications are solicited starting early in the summer and cities are selected by early fall. Be quick if there is interest to host a conference.

Regional Conferences, Retreats, and Seminars

These events are a “step” below Zonal Conferences in organization and execution. Nevertheless, they do require planning on the part of the council but can still give the council enough time to recover after holding one. One could say they are in between IAW and Zonal Conferences. These events are very beneficial to hold because not everyone is always able to make it to his/her annual Zonal Conference. Therefore, it is usually a very good idea to have this event in an area that is far from the Zonal Conference host city. It also functions as a great way to fill up the fall semester with an educational program that many in the area can benefit from.

To plan a regional conference, retreat, or seminar, talk to the relevant ZR and he/she will work with you in planning such an event. Currently, there is no manual on these sort of events (outside of the Programs Task Force Manual that discusses the nature of such events), but below one can find a skeletal plan that will aid the council.

Regional Conference

1. Use the Zonal Conference manual as a reference (talk to your ZR) since a regional conference is essentially a mini Zonal Conference.
a. It has fewer speakers, a smaller venue (usually free), accommodations are minimal if any, program is smaller, and food is not provided usually.
b. The key difference is that the local committee through the council develops the program, which when finished, is submitted to the MSA National BOD for approval.
2. Speakers are approved and invited by MSA National.
a. MSA National usually acquires speakers with no honorarium and many speakers will be more willing to come for an MSA National event as well.
3. Costs are covered by entrance fees and anything not covered is provided by MSA National.
Retreats
1. Use the Zonal Conference manual as a reference (talk to your ZR) since the logistics of these two events share many things in common with that of a Zonal Conference.
2. Retreats deal not only with the lectures, one-on-one discussions, and study circles but also with leadership exercises, group activities, and outside learning.

a. This means that retreats have less of the lecture and study circle component than do seminars.

3. The speakers are limited to 2-3 at most and the theme is very specific.
a. Throughout the event, topics mainly deal with the multifaceted nature of that theme (i.e. purification of the heart).
4. Speakers usually should have previous experience working and speaking with each other so they “gel” with one another throughout the event.

5. Retreats are more suited for campsites and retreat centers.

a. Ideally, the venue should be free and accommodations very low in cost.

6. Retreats usually require food being provided since it is in an isolated location.

7. The program is developed by the local committee through the council.

a. Retreats are continual over 24 hours through the weekend.

8. The MSA National BOD approves the program and speakers.
a. It also invites all speakers who attend.
9. Costs are covered by entrance fees and anything not covered is provided by MSA National.

Seminars

1. Use the Zonal Conference manual as a reference (talk to your ZR) since the logistics of these two events share many things in common with that of a Zonal Conference.

2. Seminars are more focused towards lectures, one-on-one discussions, and study circles.

3. The speakers are limited to 2-3 at most and the theme is very specific.

a. Throughout the event, topics mainly deal with the multifaceted nature of that theme (i.e. purification of the heart).

4. Speakers usually should have previous experience working and speaking with each other so they “gel” with one another throughout the event.

5. Seminars can more times than not be held on a college campus or mosque.

a. Ideally, the venue should be free and accommodations may or not be provided.

b. If provided, they should be very low in cost.

6. Seminars may or may not provide food given the venue and its proximity to restaurants

7. The program is developed by the local committee through the council.

a. Seminars may have day-long programming

8. The MSA National BOD approves the program and speakers.

a. It also invites all speakers who attend.

9. Costs are covered by entrance fees and anything not covered is provided by MSA National.

Battle of the MSAs

If the council is not able to put on any of the aforementioned activities, it can still hold an event that is the brainchild of the D.C. Council. It is none other than the Battle of the MSAs. It is nothing more than a jeopardy event where MSAs can submit one or more teams to compete.
The basics surrounding the event:

· The venue can be a nice ballroom on a college campus or in a hotel.

· There is usually a stock of several hundred questions designed in such a way that they range from difficult to easy.

· Judges are appointed and there is a professional timer as well as scorekeeping.

· An audience may choose to attend as well if the competition is strong enough and a tradition builds surrounding this event.

· D.C. Council includes a free Umrah trip as the first place prize, so one can easily see that this can become quite a staple event for the council every year.
A manual put out by D.C. Council is provided to assist you in holding this event.

Project Downtown

A project of MSA National, Project Downtown has really taken off recently. The event is quite simple but easily moldable to the needs and passion of those at the local level. At the most basic level, it involves bagging lunches and distributing clothes to “friends” (as PD calls it) in inner city America. However, it can balloon into helping provide shelter and jobs to these same “friends,” tutoring those who have limited access to quality education, and mentoring young individuals whose parents may have left them or do not have time to address their needs.

About the foundation, it is a simple process to address:

1. Work through the council to get as many MSAs and their members on board to volunteer.

2. Designate an individual on the council as the point contact for PD who will serve to market the event to the local chapters and recruit volunteers week after week.

3. Set up a Facebook group with the following: Project Downtown City – MSA National.

a. The MCTF Chair, MSA National Project Downtown coordinator, and Council Chair will be admins with officers the Council itself (talk to your relevant ZR)

4. Find a permanent location to hold PD that has enough space to accommodate all volunteers and the food necessary for preparation.

5. Begin by making peanut butter and jelly sandwiches, bagging chips and drinks, and providing fresh fruit in lunch bags for distribution.

6. Begin by also soliciting clothing from local masjids, MSAs, and friends.

7. Travel to underserved areas (usually inner cities) and distribute these items to individuals who are in need of such items.

a. It may be best to set up a table at a location where these people can come to and inform them you will be there every week/other week/etc. distributing these items.

b. One other purpose of PD is to interact with those underserved so they have someone to talk to and relate with.

8. Make this a consistent event rather than a large event that people need to recover from after just one week.

As PD grows, the council can begin by exploring other avenues to serve these friends as described above. MSA National is looking in the future to fund councils for this specific event so to promote the growth and success of this project. For more information regarding this project, please refer to www.projectdowntown.org and contact cstf@msanational.org. At the time of this manual, MSA National is looking to update and provide a more structured approach to Project Downtown as it enters the next phase of its development. Look out for developments on the MSA National site around the beginning of 2010.

Eid Dinner
This is the most basic of events and involves planning that many of you are already familiar with. The only additional requirement here is to get the whole council and the member MSAs on board with you when planning this event. To put it simply, this is not a chapter Eid Dinner, but a council wide Eid dinner.
Here are some few points to take note of:

· Find a venue that is centrally located and easily accessible by all MSAs and their members.

· This can be a central campus venue or another area but should ideally be free.
· Maybe get a speaker to elaborate on the virtues of Ramadan or Eid.

· It is always good to invite non-Muslims to increase attendance.

· To increase attendance, hype, and collaboration it also proves beneficial to include cultural groups in the planning so they can bring an aspect of their own taste of Eid.

· This may include dressing in cultural garb, reading poetry, singing nasheed, distributing food unique to a certain area, applying henna, bringing calligraphers and artists to sell items, hanging prayer mats around the area, etc.

· You may also want to display the Islam posters that are very popular across the U.S. and Canada so non-Muslims may peruse these throughout the evening.

· Order food that is not too spicy since the individuals who may be attending may not always appreciate this type of food.

· Be conscious of your attendance and their taste buds.
Given that, try to accommodate the viewpoints, opinions, and suggestion of all parties involved when planning such an event. If done properly and advertised appropriately, the attendance should be large enough that the result warranted the effort put in Insha’Allah.

General Events

MSAs on the council may generally hold events that can include Friday Jummah to speaker events. These events do not necessarily require the planning of the entire council but the council should be involved in marketing primarily. This can be done by making an event on Facebook, asking chapters to email all of their listservs, and inform key point contacts at each MSA. At the time of this manual, Syncspot is currently in its development stages. When completed, councils will be able to make and promote events that will also serve as a means to connect many individuals from many different places. After the event has taken place, they will be able to post content related to the event such as pictures, videos, flyers, etc. that may help future MSAs and councils. There will also be a specific site for each council where one can manage the external communication a council has with the rest of the Muslim community.
Other events that the council specifically can hold include:

· Fundraiser

· Iftar

· Single speaking engagement

· Family fairs

Conclusion

Now that you have a clearer understanding of how to setup a council and what its functions are, it is best that you get into contact with your respective ZR so that he/she may assist you in the development of the council. The ideal that MSA National would like to achieve is to see councils become very strong with a push from the grassroots level. MSA National should be relying on the internal motivation and passion of Muslims from the local level through councils rather than through a top-down approach where that passion is seemingly contrived. Insha’Allah, with your help we can see the development of an organization that is driven by the passion and resolve of locals, making MSA National a sustainable initiative.
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