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Why is it Important for Nonprofits to 

Engage in Advocacy at the State Level?



The Freedom to Advocate is Protected by the First Amendment

“Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion, or 

prohibiting the free exercise thereof; or abridging the freedom of speech, 

or of the press; or the right of the people peaceably to assemble, and to 

petition the Government for a redress of grievances.”

- First Amendment to the United States Constitution (1791)



=
Submitted a FOIL 

request?

Held a press conference 

or spoken with the 

media about a policy 

issue?

Met with a legislator or 

legislative staff?

Testified at a public 

hearing?

Visited Albany for a 

“Lobby Day”?

Submitted a budget 

request?

Published policy 

research?

Met with an Executive 

branch member, including an 

agency representative?

Worked in state or 

local government?

Built or participated in a 

coalition?



Why is it important for nonprofits to engage

in advocacy at the state level?

1) Many policies and budgetary decisions that impact people's lives are made at the 

state level.

2) Policymakers often do not have the necessary information, expertise, or capacity 

to make evidence-based policy without input from experts and the community.

3) People have a larger voice at the state than at the federal level. 

4) The federal government is gridlocked.

5) Laws are almost impossible to enforce without community support.



Lobbying Regulations for Nonprofits



Research Reveals a Decline in Nonprofit Lobbying

Daniels, Alex. “Nonprofits are lobbying a lot less than two decades ago, according to new research.” (August 8, 2023). Associated Press. Available online: 

https://apnews.com/article/nonprofits-lobbying-less-survey-155e63395a03edbfe7c53cf9c932e274. 

https://apnews.com/article/nonprofits-lobbying-less-survey-155e63395a03edbfe7c53cf9c932e274


An Uncertain Landscape

Kiessling, Katherine. “Local cultural organizations 

brace for uncertainty amid federal grant cuts.” (May 5, 

2025). Times Union. Available online: 

https://www.timesunion.com/preview/article/local-

cultural-organizations-brace-uncertainty-

20307185.php. 

Sorapuru, Julian. “’Uncharted Waters’: As Trump 

administration remakes the government’s relationship 

to nonprofits, social services are at risk. (April 27, 

2025). Available online: 

https://www.bostonglobe.com/2025/04/27/nation/

trump-threatens-nonprofits. 

https://www.timesunion.com/preview/article/local-cultural-organizations-brace-uncertainty-20307185.php
https://www.bostonglobe.com/2025/04/27/nation/trump-threatens-nonprofits


“Do I or My 501(c)(3) Nonprofit Need to Register as a Lobbyist?

NO, unless:

1) You spend more than $5,000 lobbying per year (New York) OR

2) Lobbying constitutes a "substantial part" of your organization's work (federal)



What constitutes as lobbying in New York State? 

Lobbying:

• Asking someone in 

government at the state or 

local level to do 

something not already 

required by law.

1

1

NOT lobbying:

• Responding to questions from legislators,

• Writing OpEds,

• Giving legislative testimony upon invitation,

• Hosting policymakers at educational events, 

and

• Preparing white papers. 



Nonprofit Lobbying - Expenditures Test (Federal)

1

2

Lawyers Alliance for New York (2023) “Lobbying Compliance FAQs for NY Nonprofit Organizations.” Available online: 

https://lawyersalliance.org/userFiles/uploads/legal_alerts/Nonprofits_and_Lobbying_FAQ.pdf, 

Expenditures test: An organization can elect to have its lobbying activity measured solely on 

the basis of its lobbying expenditures. This is sometimes called “the 501(h) election.” The 

amount of lobbying that the organization can undertake depends on how much the 

organization spends on its exempt purposes in a year:

https://lawyersalliance.org/userFiles/uploads/legal_alerts/Nonprofits_and_Lobbying_FAQ.pdf


What does it mean for my organization to register as a 

lobbyist in New York?

● Record keeping

● Publicly listed

● $250 per client per year

(ethics.ny.gov/lobbying-overview)



Reducing Time Spent on Advocacy Tasks that Count as 

Lobbying

Make your trips to 

Albany multi-

purpose

Use “February 

Fridays in the 

district" to meet 

your district 

representatives

Work in coalitions

Focus on public 

education as well                                      

For additional resources, see the Lawyers’ Alliance for New York’s 2026 guide, “Lobbying Compliance FAQs for NY 

Nonprofit Organizations.”

https://lawyersalliance.org/userFiles/uploads/legal_alerts/Nonprofits_and_Lobbying_FAQ.pdf


New York State Government



New York State Government 



Unique Features of New York State Politics

“Three People in a Room”Powerful Executive

Democratic Trifecta Chapter Amendments Upstate/Downstate 

Divide

Policy in the budget



The Legislative Process





New York State Budget Process



● The Enacted Budget for State Fiscal Year (SFY) 

2027: $277 billion

● Per capita budget is $13,850

● The state is required to have a balanced budget

● Fiscal Year: April 1st to March 31st

● “Three people in a room”

● Disproportionate executive power over the 

budget process  

About the New York State Budget - Overview

AssemblySenate

Executive



● Executive Budget v. Enacted Budget: 

the governor submits the executive budget 

for negotiations with the legislature

● Operating Budget v. Capital Budget: the 

operating budget is for ongoing government 

operations, the capital budget is for larger 

purchases like land.

● Aid to Localities: financial assistance and 

grants for local governments and school 

districts

● FY 2027: April 1, 2026–March 31, 2027

● FY 2028: April 1, 2027–March 31, 2028

About the New York State Budget - Key Terms and People 

● Governor Kathy Hochul

● Senate Majority Leader Andrea Stewart-

Cousins

● Assembly Speaker Carl Heastie

● Senate Finance Committee, Chair Liz 

Krueger

● Senate Finance Committee, Secretary 

Christopher Friend

● Assembly Ways and Means Committee, 

Chair J. Gary Pretlow

● Assembly Ways and Means Committee, 

Secretary Philip Fields

● Division of the Budget, Director Blake 

Washington



2026-2027 State of New York Budget



New York State Budget Sources

In Fiscal Year 2026, New York State 

collected approximately $127.5 billion from 

state-imposed taxes and fees, including:

● Personal income totaled $67.4 billion

● Business taxes totaled $33.3 billion

● Consumption and use taxes totaled 

$23.6 billion.

New York received approximately $98.9 

billion in federal funding in Fiscal Year 

2026.



About the New York State Budget Process - Timeline

Phase 2

Division of the Budget 

Review 

(November – December)

The Division of the Budget 

(DOB) reviews and analyzes 

agency requests.

Closed budget hearings are 

held with agencies to refine 

requests. Though closed to 

the public, legislators are

invited to attend. 

Phase 3

The Governor’s 

Decision

(December – January)

The Governor finalizes 

priorities and prepares the 

Executive Budget.

The budget and policy 

proposals are presented to 

the Legislature in January 

through the State of the 

State.

Phase 1

Agency Budget 

Preparation 

(May – October)

State agencies draft 

spending requests for the 

next fiscal year.

The Governor’s Budget 

Director issues guidance 

and deadlines for 

submissions.

Phase 5

Budget Execution 

(April – March)

State agencies implement 

programs based on 

approved funding.

The DOB tracks spending 

and issues quarterly 

updates on fiscal 

performance.

Phase 4

Legislative Review 

Action

(January – March)

The Senate and Assembly 

hold public hearings and 

develop “one-house” 

budgets (February to 

March)

The Governor and 

Legislature negotiate a 

final agreement. The 

budget must be enacted 

by April 1st.



Getting Funded as a Nonprofit

● During one-house budget development (Phase IV Jan-Mar): Senate and Assembly hold 

public hearings and each chamber presents their budget to the Governor

● The one-house budgets and negotiations phase (phase IV) is the most crucial time 

for nonprofits to get their requests in.

● Advocates seeking funding should look out for their state representative’s budget requests, 

such as the one below: 



Preparing a Cost Estimate

● Look for similar programs in other states or localities 

● Project cost savings such as

○ Reduced hospital visits

○ Reduced justice system involvement

● Break down costs into clear components, using best estimates

○ Aim for the right ballpark ($500,000 vs. $5 million)

● Request what your program needs

○ Avoid estimates that are too conservative, as the request could be funded at a 

lower amount through budget negotiations which can constrain 

implementation. 







Policy Research



What State or Local Issue Would You Like to See Changed?



Evaluating the Status Quo and Policy Precedents

Evaluating the 

Status Quo

Is there a law or policy

already on the books 

at the state level?

Is there already a 

bill or regulation 

proposed?

Evaluating Policy Precedents

Has the policy, or a similar policy, already 

been adopted in a similar jurisdiction?



Resources to Evaluate the Status Quo

1. The Constitution of the State of New York - establishes the structure of government of the 

State of New York and lists the basic rights of the people of New York.

1. Laws of New York State – the New York State Assembly’s database includes the 

Consolidated and Unconsolidated Laws of New York State enacted by the New York State 

Legislature. The Consolidated Laws are organized by subject in a “General Index” (e.g., 

banking, public health, mental hygiene).

1. New York State Senate, The Laws of New York – this resource indicates Consolidated Laws 

of New York, Unconsolidated Laws of New York, Court Acts, and Legislative State 

Regulations

1. New York Codes, Rules and Regulations (NYCRR) – this resource lists New York State’s 

official general and permanent regulations.

https://dos.ny.gov/system/files/documents/2025/01/constitution-january-1-2025.pdf
http://public.leginfo.state.ny.us/lawssrch.cgi?NVLWO:
https://www.nysenate.gov/legislation/laws
https://dos.ny.gov/rules-and-regulations


Resources to Evaluate the Status Quo (Continued)

5. Unofficial New York Codes, Rules and Regulations – serves as an unofficial version of 

New York Codes, Rules and Regulations (NYCRR). This website is operated under a 

contract with the New York State Department of State.

6. New York State Agencies – New York State agencies also publish and maintain 

regulations relevant to their work.

7. New York State Senate Advanced Search - allows individuals to look for bills from 

particular legislative sessions, years, and issue areas.

8. New York State Assembly Advanced Search - same as the resource above, but for the 

Assembly, rather than the State Senate.

https://govt.westlaw.com/nycrr/Index?transitionType=Default&contextData=%28sc.Default%29
https://www.ny.gov/agencies
https://www.nysenate.gov/search/legislation
https://nyassembly.gov/ALIS/?sh=advanced


Resources to Evaluate Policy Precedents 

1. New York State Department of State Local Laws and Codes Database – The 

New York Department of State provides an electronic database containing local 

laws submitted to the Department on or after January 1, 1998, and local codes 

submitted to the Department on or after April 1, 2015.

1. National Conference for State Legislatures’ Legislation Databases – this resource 

includes more than 40 active legislation databases on a variety of policy issues 

(e.g., Emergency Medical Services Legislation Database, Juvenile Justice 

Legislative Database, Policing Legislative Database) across all 50 U.S. states. To 

find precedents, advocates can click on any of the databases and filter the status 

to “adopted” or “enacted.”

https://locallaws.dos.ny.gov/
https://www.ncsl.org/technology-and-communication/ncsl-50-state-searchable-bill-tracking-databases


Resources to Evaluate Policy Precedents - Example 



Policy Research - Data

State and federal agencies and other nonprofit organizations have already collected and 

analyzed data that can be useful for your work.

Database Examples:

• DATA NY, data.ny.gov.

• Health Data NY, health.data.ny.gov.

• Open Budget NY, openbudget.ny.gov.

• American Community Survey and U.S. Census, census.gov/programs-surveys/acs. 

○ Generating legislative district-specific data with the ACS: American Community 

Survey: Find State Legislative District Data Profiles with data.census.gov. 

http://data.ny.gov
http://health.data.ny.gov
http://openbudget.ny.gov
http://census.gov/programs-surveys/acs
https://www.census.gov/content/dam/Census/programs-surveys/acs/Library/OutreachMaterials/ACSFlyers/ACS_Find_State_Legislative_District_Data.pdf


Policy Research - FOIL

Advocates can also gather evidence through New York State’s Freedom of Information Law 

(FOIL). FOIL grants public access to state and local records related to governmental 

decisions and policies impacting New Yorkers. 

Codified as Public Officers Law, Article 6, Section 84-90, states: 

“The people's right to know the process of governmental decision-making and to review the documents and 

statistics leading to determinations is basic to our society. Access to such information should not be thwarted 

by shrouding it with the cloak of secrecy or confidentiality” -- Public Officers Law §84.16

Online Resource: New York State Open FOIL NY Resource Center

Credit: Professor Heather Murray, Cornell Law School First Amendment Clinic

https://www.ny.gov/open-foil-ny/open-foil-ny-resource-center


Policy Advocacy



Advocacy - Big Picture Strategies

● Relationships, not transactions,

● You are providing a service to policymakers,

● Timing is everything -- start in the summer and fall, not January; consider the 

election cycle; be ready to ride the wave,

● Own the details, especially with respect to implementation,

● Think strategically about the messenger,

● Create the conditions by which others can take the credit,

● Build coalitions in unlikely places; neutralize the opposition.



Identifying Strong Bill Sponsors

Apart from asking your local representatives to sponsor a bill, advocates should consider 

several key factors that can affect a bill’s chances of success including:

• Majority party

• Committee leadership

• Personal history

• Time commitment

• Region

• Record of success

• Capacity

• Relationships 



Building a Coalition - Example



Crafting Memos of Support or Opposition 

1. Information to collect from partner 

organizations 

2. Bill call to action

3. Bill description

4. Evidence

5. State comparison (where 

applicable)



Preparing for Common Questions from Legislators

● How much will this cost? 

● How does this affect my district specifically?

● Has any other state or locality done this?

● Can you tell me more about the data behind this proposal?

● What other legislators have you been talking to about this proposal?

● What organizations or coalitions already support or oppose this proposal?

● Have you talked to [insert the name of an organization that may be interested and 

have influence as it relates to your proposal]?

● Have you met with the relevant state agency?

● How would this proposal be implemented?



Creating One Pagers - Overview

▪ Importance of one pagers

• Gets your "foot in the door"

• Should leave legislator empowered, they should want to solve 
the problem

▪ What do one pagers do?

• Summarize information supporting your argument in a way 
that a legislative staff member can understand your 
viewpoint and follow up to ask for additional information. 

▪ Where do one pagers go?

• The one pagers are typically read by a staff member in a 
legislative office.

Submit the 

one pager 

to a 

legislator's

office

The office 

may follow 

up with 

further 

questions.
The issue 

may

influence 

the 

legislative 

agenda



Creating One Pagers - Structure

1. Start with a strong title

2. Address the problem 

3. Provide the background, scope, 

and significance of an issue

4. Offer a solution and parting 

thoughts

5. Include your contact 

information!



Writing Op-Eds

What is an Op-Ed?

▪ An Op-Ed is a piece that represents a 
focused opinion of the author on 
a relevant and specific issue

▪ An Op-Ed is typically under 500 words

▪ An important to tool to raise awareness on 
a particular issue and engage the public 
with it

▪ Can be through major state news sources 
ex. Times Union, City & State New York, or 
through local news outlets ex. Ithaca Times, 
Ithaca Journal, Tompkins Weekly



Working with People with Lived Experience



Organizing a Lobby Day

A coordinated event during which advocates meet with elected officials or other 

public servants to urge support for a policy objective.

Day of Lobby Day Checklist

o Stay in communication,

o Bring materials,

o Host a morning briefing,

o Meet with decision makers,

o Record meeting notes,

o Remain flexible, and

o Document the day.

Before Lobby Day Checklist

o Define your goals,

o Identify your targets,

o Recruit participants,

o Schedule meetings,

o Refine your messaging,

o Train participants,

o Share a dress code,

o Be prepared for questions, and

o Plan logistics.

After Lobby Day Checklist

o Host a debriefing session,

o Send thank you notes,

o Review and consolidate meeting 

notes,

o Follow up on commitments, and

o Keep participants engaged.



New York State Legislation 

Affecting Nonprofits



New York State Legislation Affecting Nonprofits

Senate Bill S2224A (Krueger) / Assembly Bill A8933 (Gonzalez-Rojas): proposes raising the state’s lobbying 

expenditure threshold for 501(c)(3) not-for-profits required to register as a lobbyist from $5,000 to $10,000.

Senate Bill S8301 (Comrie) / Assembly Bill A7246 (Chandler-Waterman): proposes establishing a dedicated 

Office of Nonprofit Development within the Empire State Development Corporation.

Senate Bill S3168 (Felder) / Assembly Bill A3495 (Dilan): proposes establishing a $200 state income tax credit 

for certain volunteers who provide at least twenty-five hours of service to 501(c)(3) nonprofit organizations during 

the year.

Senate Bill S8878 (Rivera) / Assembly Bill A9329 (Septimo) proposes providing a tax credit for certain 

businesses that donate food to eligible nonprofit food assistance organizations.

Senate Bill S7880 (Krueger) / Assembly Bill A8583 (Glick): proposes ensuring that 501(c)3 organizations that 

lose tax-exempt status as a result of an illegal or improper revocation by the IRS can continue operating in New 

York as if it maintained such status.

https://www.nysenate.gov/legislation/bills/2025/S2224/amendment/A
https://www.nysenate.gov/legislation/bills/2025/A8933
https://www.nysenate.gov/legislation/bills/2025/S8301
https://www.nysenate.gov/legislation/bills/2025/A7246
https://www.nysenate.gov/legislation/bills/2025/S3168
https://www.nysenate.gov/legislation/bills/2025/A3495
https://www.nysenate.gov/legislation/bills/2025/S8878
https://www.nysenate.gov/legislation/bills/2025/A9329
https://www.nysenate.gov/legislation/bills/2025/S7880/amendment/original
https://www.nysenate.gov/legislation/bills/2025/A8583/amendment/original
https://www.nysenate.gov/legislation/bills/2025/A8583/amendment/original


Additional Resources



Recommended Reading

Montague, M., & Seten, H. (2025). New York 

State Policy Advocacy: An Introductory Guide for 

Community Leaders and Emerging Advocates. State 

Policy Advocacy Clinic, Jeb E. Brooks School of 

Public Policy at Cornell University. 

https://cornell.app.box.com/s/1gylilb6z4xira0qj

72c91e6oqztm4z2

https://cornell.app.box.com/s/1gylilb6z4xira0qj72c91e6oqztm4z2


Schneier, E. V., Pole, A., Maniscalco, 

A. (2023). New York State: A Tale of 

Two States (3rd ed.). Cornell University 

Press. 

Recommended Reading



Questions?

Professor Alexandra Dufresne: alexandra.dufresne@cornell.edu

Hattie Seten: hattie.seten@cornell.edu

mailto:alexandra.dufresne@cornell.edu
mailto:hattie.seten@cornell.edu

