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Agenda and Takeaway Learning Objectives 
 

(1) Update on happenings/advocacy opportunities in PA legislative and 
executive branches 

The new legislative session and gubernatorial administration present legal 
services nonprofits with both major policy threats and valuable openings to 
make a positive difference.  Threats include budget deficits, funding cuts, overlooked client 
needs, and competing political priorities for reform.  Opportunities include relationships with 
new officials, media attention to policy issues, and interest in addressing major statewide 
challenges (education funding, health care reform, public sector pensions, tax reform). 

 

(2) Common frustrations experienced by legal aid nonprofits with policy advocacy activities 

Legal services nonprofits face difficult choices for balancing the time and resources devoted to 
direct assistance for clients versus influencing state policy.  Organizations often feel pressure to 
get involved in policy debates to voice client concerns, but may question whether such advocacy 
can be conducted in efficient or productive ways to accomplish meaningful results.  
Unfortunately, taking shortcuts often affects outcomes. 

 

(3) Strategies to strengthen advocacy 

Options for advocacy strategies to maximize impact may include: (a) actively monitor and report 
on policy developments; (b) hold regular meetings with officials to provide background 
briefings; (c) seek and obtain public records and clarifying information on government actions; 
(d) attend, be visible, and speak at public meetings and hearings of government bodies; (e) ask 
friendly officials to hold hearings or other events to address priority issues and concerns; (f) 
publish position statements and white papers. 

 

(4) Options to connect advocacy activities to organizational development priorities 

Policy advocacy can be enriched and sustained by deeply connecting it to organizational 
development priorities: (a) improve documentation and  measures of program impact and client 
need; (b) be more selective and strategic in designing policy actions – look for small, incremental 
victories; (c) increase visibility through email alerts, social media, letters to editor, op-eds, 
quotes in news articles, editorial board meetings, and briefings for reporters; (d) raise 
organizational status by holding public actions and growing networks of clients, grassroots 
leaders, and peer groups; (e) take joint actions with officials – article in their newsletter, 
community tour, town hall meeting, or closed-door stakeholder meeting; (f) raise funding to 
support advocacy goals through house parties, social media, and events; (g) get the board, 
volunteers, clients, and donors involved in all of these actions, strengthening their knowledge, 
skills, and commitment. 

 

(5) Refresher on lobbying requirements for registration, reporting, and compliance 

Legal services managers and staff should know about and follow the state, local, and federal 
rules for lobbying.  In general, the rules allow a minimal amount of lobbying without requiring 
registration and reporting.  Organizations can also conduct many advocacy activities 
(educational meetings, informational materials, background discussions not influencing 
legislation) without triggering the compliance requirements.   
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(1) Update on Happenings/Advocacy Opportunities in Pa 
Legislative and Executive Branches 
 
Governor/Lt. Governor  http://www.governor.state.pa.us/  
 

 In the November election, Democrats Tom Wolf and 
Mike Stack (55% of voters) defeated incumbent 
Republicans Tom Corbett and Jim Cawley (45%).  
 

 Key staff of the new Wolf Administration include: 

o Kathleen "Katie" McGinty is the Chief of Staff. 

o John Hanger is the Secretary of Planning and Policy. 

o Mary Isenhour is the Secretary of Legislative Affairs. 

o Randy Albright is the Secretary of the Budget. 
 
Executive Branch Agencies 
 
Governor Wolf will appoint secretaries and key administrators for many state agencies affecting 
the clients and policy interests of legal services organizations:  (Nominees to date are listed.) 
 

Department of Aging  (Teresa Osborne, Exec. Dir., Luzerne/Wyoming Area Agency on Aging) 
Department of Education  (Pedro Rivera, Superintendent, School District of Lancaster) 

Department of Health  (Karen Murphy, former CEO, Moses Taylor Hospital in Scranton) 

Department of Human Services  (Ted Dallas, Secretary of MD Dept. of Human Resources) 

Department of Labor and Industry  (Kathy Manderino, former PA State Representative) 

Department of State  (Pedro Cortés, Partner, Haggerty, Goldberg, Schleifer, Kupersmith) 

Governor’s Advisory Council on Veterans Services 
Governor's Advisory Commission on African American Affairs 
Governor's Advisory Commission on Asian American Affairs 
Governor's Advisory Commission on Latino Affairs 
Governor's Commission on Children and Families 
Human Relations Commission 
Independent Regulatory Review Commission 
Juvenile Court Judges' Commission 
Office of Consumer Advocate 
Office of General Counsel  (Denise Smyler, Partner, Ahmad, Zaffarese & Smyler) 
Office of the First Lady 
Office of the Victim Advocate 

  

http://www.governor.state.pa.us/
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Pennsylvania General Assembly  http://www.legis.state.pa.us/  
 

 Senate – The Republicans increased their majority, with 30 seats compared to 20 for 
Democrats in 2015-16. 

 

OFFICERS OF THE SENATE 

President of the Senate Mike Stack (Lt. Governor) 

President Pro Tempore Joseph B. Scarnati III 

   
SENATE LEADERSHIP   

  Majority Minority 

Floor Leader Jake Corman Jay Costa 

Whip John R. Gordner  Anthony H. Williams 

Caucus Chair Bob Mensch  Wayne D. Fontana  

Caucus Secretary Richard L. Alloway II Lawrence M. Farnese Jr.  

Appropriations 
Committee Chair 

Patrick M. Browne  Vincent J. Hughes 

Appropriations 
Committee Vice Chair 

  John P. Blake 

Caucus Administrator Charles T. McIlhinney Jr. John T. Yudichak  

Policy Committee Chair David G. Argall Lisa M. Boscola  

 
 

 House – The Republicans increased their majority, with 119 seats compared to 84 for 
Democrats in 2015-16. 
 

OFFICERS OF THE HOUSE 

Speaker                                             Mike Turzai 

HOUSE LEADERSHIP   

  Majority Minority 

Leader Dave Reed Frank Dermody  

Whip Bryan Cutler Michael K. Hanna 

Caucus Chair Sandra Major  Dan Frankel  

Caucus Secretary Donna Oberlander  Rosita C. Youngblood  

Appropriations Committee 
Chair 

William F. Adolph Jr. Joseph F. Markosek  

Caucus Administrator Brian L. Ellis Neal P. Goodman 

Policy Committee Chair Kerry A. Benninghoff P. Michael Sturla 

 

 
NOTE:  A two-thirds vote of the members of each house (33 in the Senate and 136 in the House 
of Representatives) is needed to override the governor’s veto of legislation. 

 

http://www.legis.state.pa.us/
http://www.legis.state.pa.us/cfdocs/legis/home/member_information/senate_bio.cfm?id=283
http://www.legis.state.pa.us/cfdocs/legis/home/member_information/senate_bio.cfm?id=251
http://www.legis.state.pa.us/cfdocs/legis/home/member_information/senate_bio.cfm?id=254
http://www.legis.state.pa.us/cfdocs/legis/home/member_information/senate_bio.cfm?id=96
http://www.legis.state.pa.us/cfdocs/legis/home/member_information/senate_bio.cfm?id=153
http://www.legis.state.pa.us/cfdocs/legis/home/member_information/senate_bio.cfm?id=1121
http://www.legis.state.pa.us/cfdocs/legis/home/member_information/senate_bio.cfm?id=1041
http://www.legis.state.pa.us/cfdocs/legis/home/member_information/senate_bio.cfm?id=1187
http://www.legis.state.pa.us/cfdocs/legis/home/member_information/senate_bio.cfm?id=1183
http://www.legis.state.pa.us/cfdocs/legis/home/member_information/senate_bio.cfm?id=76
http://www.legis.state.pa.us/cfdocs/legis/home/member_information/senate_bio.cfm?id=152
http://www.legis.state.pa.us/cfdocs/legis/home/member_information/senate_bio.cfm?id=1227
http://www.legis.state.pa.us/cfdocs/legis/home/member_information/senate_bio.cfm?id=22
http://www.legis.state.pa.us/cfdocs/legis/home/member_information/senate_bio.cfm?id=64
http://www.legis.state.pa.us/cfdocs/legis/home/member_information/senate_bio.cfm?id=69
http://www.legis.state.pa.us/cfdocs/legis/home/member_information/senate_bio.cfm?id=179
http://www.legis.state.pa.us/cfdocs/legis/home/member_information/house_bio.cfm?id=981
http://www.legis.state.pa.us/cfdocs/legis/home/member_information/house_bio.cfm?id=143
http://www.legis.state.pa.us/cfdocs/legis/home/member_information/house_bio.cfm?id=1105
http://www.legis.state.pa.us/cfdocs/legis/home/member_information/house_bio.cfm?id=10
http://www.legis.state.pa.us/cfdocs/legis/home/member_information/house_bio.cfm?id=98
http://www.legis.state.pa.us/cfdocs/legis/home/member_information/house_bio.cfm?id=84
http://www.legis.state.pa.us/cfdocs/legis/home/member_information/house_bio.cfm?id=1177
http://www.legis.state.pa.us/cfdocs/legis/home/member_information/house_bio.cfm?id=264
http://www.legis.state.pa.us/cfdocs/legis/home/member_information/house_bio.cfm?id=209
http://www.legis.state.pa.us/cfdocs/legis/home/member_information/house_bio.cfm?id=86
http://www.legis.state.pa.us/cfdocs/legis/home/member_information/house_bio.cfm?id=1047
http://www.legis.state.pa.us/cfdocs/legis/home/member_information/house_bio.cfm?id=1029
http://www.legis.state.pa.us/cfdocs/legis/home/member_information/house_bio.cfm?id=215
http://www.legis.state.pa.us/cfdocs/legis/home/member_information/house_bio.cfm?id=274
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Pending Threats in State Policy 
 

 Budget deficits 

o A $2 billion budget deficit is projected for 2015-16. 

o Many one-time measures were used to balance the current budget, leaving less 
flexibility for next year. 

 

 Funding cuts 

o The General Assembly may be inclined to push for cuts in state funding as at 
least one way to balance the budget.   

o Human services and education comprise the largest items in the budget and may 
become targets for cuts. 

o The pressure for cuts will make it difficult to advocate for increased state 
spending and new program initiatives. 

 

 Overlooked client needs 

o Legal services organizations serve clients with needs that have been overlooked 
for many years.  The state budget crisis presents a challenging environment for 
addressing these issues. 

o For example: (i) State appropriations for civil legal services, currently about $2.5 
million, are unlikely to increase sufficiently to meet growing client needs 
(estimated at over $50 million in additional funding needed); (ii) Without new 
state funding, it will be difficult to establish a right to counsel in civil legal 
matters in which basic human needs are at stake; (iii) Without major tax 
increases, state funding may be frozen or cut for human services, public 
education, and other government programs meeting client needs.  

 

 Competing political priorities for reform 

o The new power structure in the state capitol is likely to lead initially to strong but 
differing policy agendas for the governor and both parties in the Senate and 
House.  Some of the new priorities are likely to threaten the interests of legal 
services organizations and their clients. 

o For example, Governor Wolf would like to increase taxes.  House leaders have 
prioritized the privatization of the state-run liquor system.  Senate leaders are 
interested in reforming the government pension system.  These are all huge 
proposals likely to absorb almost all of the energy available for addressing policy 
initiatives, leaving little room for other reforms. 
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Pending Opportunities in State Policy 
 

 Relationships with new officials 

o Legal services organizations have the opportunity to form relationships with new 
executive branch officials, 33 new members of the General Assembly, and new 
chair people of key legislative committees. 

o Organizations will want to establish themselves as knowledgeable authorities on 
pressing issues and identify key staff people who are accessible in legislative and 
executive branch offices. 

 

 Media attention to policy issues 

o News reporters will be assigned to cover state policy developments on a regular 
basis during 2015.  This provides an opportunity for legal services organizations 
to establish relationships and help reporters to be knowledgeable about the 
background and details of key issues. 

 

 Interest in addressing major statewide challenges 
 

o During 2015, the general public and elected officials at all levels of state and 
local government will have a heightened interest in paying attention to and 
having a voice in the policy developments on priority issues.  Legal services 
organizations can take advantage of public interest by performing outreach, 
fundraising, and educational activities.  Headline-grabbing issues may include: 

 
 Education funding 

 
 Health care reform 

 
 Public sector pensions 

 
 Tax reform 
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(2) Common Frustrations Experienced by Legal Aid Nonprofits with 
Policy Advocacy Activities 
 
Challenges to Involvement in State Policy Advocacy 
 
Legal services nonprofits face significant hurdles to full engagement in 
advocacy activities: 

 Limited organizational capacity, staff time, and funding 

 Urgent client needs and constant deadlines 

 Significant travel time and cost for Harrisburg trips 

 Opaque legislative and regulatory processes 

 Differing opinions and strategies among nonprofits serving the same clients 
 
Pressures to Participate in Policy Debates 
 
Despite the challenges, nonprofits feel both positive and negative pressures to get involved: 

 Legal services organizations can voice client concerns that may not otherwise be heard 

 A multitude of legislation and regulations affect client interests 

 Annual state budget process involves a recurring cycle of funding concerns 

 News reports draw attention to issues 

 Policy actions by peer organizations create pressure to get involved 

 Expectations by board members and funders 
 
Doubts about Impact of State Policy Advocacy 
 
The nature of the policy-making process raises practical concerns: 

 Legislative and regulatory processes drag out over lengthy time periods 

 Government hearings and meetings may appear to have little impact – “only for show” 

 State officials often act in unpredictable ways 

 Facts and data may have less influence than political considerations 

 The real decisions seem to be made by a few power brokers behind closed doors 

 Opponents often have more resources, full-time lobbyists, political action committees, 
and greater influence 

 The entire process can feel inefficient and unproductive, without meaningful results 
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Shortcuts Affect Advocacy Outcomes 
 
Unfortunately, there is usually not an effective way to avoid the basic tasks of advocacy:  

 Going to Harrisburg only a couple of times each year does not allow for the 
development of mutually trusting relationships with legislators, officials, and their staff. 

o Instead, use creative ways to have a regular presence in Harrisburg. 

 Sending letters without personal contact (call or meeting) can be interpreted as hostile. 

o There is no replacement for direct, face-to-face dialogue with policy makers. 

 Working primarily with one political party can lead the other party to question your 
motivation and discount your knowledge and experience. 

o Advocacy efforts must be bi-partisan, bi-cameral, and in both the legislative and 
executive branches. 

 Frequently partnering with unpopular groups may convey a lack of independent status 
or analysis. 

o Legislators and administrative officials highly value impartial, objective 
assessments and suggestions, without hyperbole or rhetoric. 

 Getting involved primarily to criticize policy proposals can create a perception of 
irresponsibility (not following protocol) or harmful intent, especially late in the process. 

o Protocol often demands constructive involvement from the start of the process. 

NOTES ABOUT “PROTOCOL” 

Advocates often find it frustrating to understand and comply with the protocol expected by 
legislators, state officials, and their staff.  The “rules of the road” inside the General 
Assembly or regulatory agencies can feel silly, insulting, and time consuming to outsiders. 

Experience shows that following protocol usually allows both sides to accomplish desired 
results.  Thus, the best approach in almost all circumstances is to respect protocol for 
legislative and executive branch relationships, being careful to inquire about and defer to 
these expectations.  For example: 

o Do not name legislative staff contacts or their bosses when talking with others, unless 
you have permission, even with your peer organizations working on the same issue. 

o Provide confidentiality for inside information and documents, unless told otherwise. 

o Be honest about the interests and positions of your organization and your partners. 

o Have direct conversations and provide notice when differences arise. 

Ignore these rules at your risk!  Every year there are a few organizations that are “banned” 
from interaction with important Capitol offices, which can tarnish reputations and impede 
advocacy efforts for many years.  Silly?  Perhaps, but ignoring protocol harms your clients. 
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(3) Strategies to Strengthen Advocacy and Maximize Impact  
 
Legal services organizations have hundreds of possible 
advocacy tasks to perform each year.  Given limited capacity, 
hard choices are necessary.  Try to set priorities by selecting 
the options that will strengthen internal advocacy skills and 
make incremental progress on substantive issues over the 
long run.  Patience and persistence usually win in the end, given a smart strategic approach that 
cultivates indisputable issue expertise and trusting relationships with policy makers.  Don’t 
always try to grab the headlines or hit a home run. 
 
Actively monitor and report on policy developments 
 

 Do not depend solely on the alerts and analysis provided by other organizations. 

 Regularly utilize and develop fluency in the online systems and tools within the General 
Assembly and administrative agencies: 

o Data banks, budget and spending details, news releases, policy updates, activity 
calendars, video streaming, meeting minutes and reports, hearing transcripts, 
cosponsorship memos, fiscal notes, committee and floor votes, etc. 

 Cultivate mutually beneficial relationships with key staff in the executive branch and all four 
legislative caucuses. 

o Communicate regularly, but be brief. 

o Ask for a heads up about upcoming developments. 

o Offer helpful suggestions and background information. 

o Make the key staff look good to their bosses. 

 Within the limits of protocol, cross-check intelligence with trusted colleagues in other 
organizations who do their own monitoring and reporting on policy developments. 

 Build credibility by communicating policy updates to your board members, peer 
organizations, social media networks, and other stakeholders. 

o Share information regularly, but in bite-sized pieces. 

o In most cases, use objective, non-inflammatory language. 

 Provide periodic opportunities for stakeholders to interact, give feedback, and get involved 
– conference calls, webinars, online chats, in-person meetings, legislative visits. 

 Given limited capacity to perform these tasks, jointly plan and collaborate with one or more 
peer organizations with whom there are minimal conflicts about overall strategy and issue 
priorities. 
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Hold regular meetings with officials to provide background briefings and gather information 
 

 Identify and target key legislative and executive branch offices: 

o The leaders in all four legislative caucuses, especially the majority floor leader 
(sets the daily calendar for items under consideration) and the majority and 
minority chairs of the policy committees (can hold informational hearings). 

o Majority and minority chairs of legislative committees on your issues, including 
the appropriations committee and subcommittee chairs where relevant. 

o Influential legislators representing geographic areas with high concentrations of 
your clients and stakeholders. 

o Chairs of legislative issue caucuses (often bipartisan), such as the Black Caucus, 
Hunger Caucus, LGBT Equality Caucus, and Women’s Health Agenda Caucus. 

o Other legislators who act as strong champions for your issues. 

o Top staffers for the governor who have offices in the capitol building. 

o The governor’s policy directors who have offices in the administrative agencies. 

o The secretaries, deputy secretaries, and department/bureau directors in 
administrative agencies. 

o The directors in each of the five regional offices for the governor. 

 Meet in person at least once each year with all of the key offices, and several times each 
year for the most important offices.  Meet with the officials and/or their top staff. 

 Use your time efficiently by holding meetings in local district offices and scheduling 
several meetings back-to-back for a day in the capitol. 

 Bring your staff with content area expertise, board members, clients, or peer 
organizations – usually no more than two or three outside people in a given meeting. 

 Thoroughly research the interests and priorities of all offices prior to meeting with 
them, including cosponsorship memos issued, legislation introduced, recent hearings 
and votes held, and events sponsored back home in the district. 

 Prepare concise written analyses to share on your leading issues, possibly including 
data, legal background, client case studies and impact, sample policies and legislation, 
talking points, and/or potential hearing issues, witnesses, and questions. 

 Decide when you want to go beyond background briefings to lobby directly for specific 
legislation and regulations. 

 Limit your talking to no more than 3 minutes at the start of the meeting and half of the 
total meeting time, leaving plenty of opportunities for the legislator, executive branch 
official, or their staff to ask questions and raise their own concerns – Listen to them! 
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Seek and obtain public records and clarifying information on government actions 
 

 Legislators and executive branch officials often value the work of advocacy 
organizations to obtain public records and shed light on important issues. 

o They understand the value of transparency and are often frustrated that their 
own offices do an inadequate job in this area. 

o In particular, monitor the actions of state agencies, local governments, and 
government-funded entities. 

 

 In addition, the news media and the general public often pay attention when advocates 
obtain and release public records. 
 

 Coordinate these activities with organizational plans for outreach, public relations, 
fundraising, policy advocacy, and litigation. 
 

 
Attend, be visible, and speak at public meetings and hearings of government bodies 
 

 Some of the best advocacy opportunities involve public meeting and hearings. 

o Legislators and their staff do not have sufficient time to prepare, and will greatly 
appreciate the efforts of advocates to provide them with objective background 
information, issue summaries, talking points, questions to ask, and draft 
amendments to offer. 

o Legislators tend to remember the advocates who attend public meetings and 
hearings, so go early, introduce yourself, and bring clients who are affected. 

o The news media also appreciate help from advocates to identify important 
hearings and meetings and to understand the issues being addressed. 

 

 Use email alerts and social media to draw attention to hearings and meetings. 

o Publish background briefs online. 

o Invite attendance by stakeholders. 

o Post photographs and comments while attending the event, and a more detailed 
report afterwards. 

 

 Ask to testify at public hearings and meetings. 

o Help clients and board members to play this role. 

o Submit written comments even if testimony is not officially solicited, and bring 
copies to distribute to people and media at the event. 
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Ask friendly officials to hold hearings or other events to address priority issues and concerns 
 

 Any legislator can hold a town hall meeting or unofficial hearing to address policy issues. 

o The event will not be an official committee hearing unless the majority 
chairperson agrees to this. 

o But there is great power and public relations potential even in unofficial events. 

o Legislators often fail to fully utilize this aspect of their position and may be 
grateful for assistance from advocates to organize a public meeting. 

 

 Legal services organizations can help to shape hearings and other events to meet their 
advocacy objectives. 

o Pick a meaningful location related to the substantive issue. 

o Recruit other elected officials to attend and ask questions to the witnesses. 

o Help the sponsoring official to identify witnesses. 

o Prepare informational handouts to distribute at the event. 

o Reach out to the media to encourage coverage. 

o Coordinate with peer organizations. 

o Consider surrounding the event with other activities, such as outreach, 
fundraising, social media campaigns, online petitions, and the release of white 
papers. 

o Plan subsequent advocacy activities to follow up and build on the event. 
 
 
Publish position statements and white papers in the context of a broader advocacy strategy 
 

 First, identify the strategic tools and core messages that will have the greatest impact on 
policy debates over a one or two year period of time, as well as the short term and long 
term policy changes you want to target. 

 Second, design the research, data, and talking points that will comprise the strategic 
tools and core messages for your advocacy campaign. 

 Third, decide who will perform the research (your staff or independent experts) and the 
timeline for achieving the final product. 

 Fourth, form a marketing plan for distributing the final position statement or white 
paper. 

 Finally, at appropriate points in the process, engage your legislative champions, the 
news media, board members, and stakeholders to obtain their assistance as partners in 
utilizing the research project to make progress on the ultimate policy objectives. 
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(4) Options to Connect Advocacy Activities to Organizational 
Development Priorities  
 
Policy advocacy can be enriched and sustained by deeply 
connecting it to organizational development priorities.  Legal 
services nonprofits can maximize their limited capacity by ensuring 
that advocacy activities are performed in ways that also meet other organizational needs.  For 
example, as long as your organization plans to strengthen its board of directors or seek more 
individual donors, use advocacy activities to accomplish these objectives.  By focusing advocacy 
work on these kinds of synergies, both policy goals and organizational development are 
accomplished more effectively and efficiently. 
 

A. Improve documentation and measures of program impact and client need. 

o Policy advocacy is strengthened when legislators and state officials can see 
compelling data about client needs and about how your work addresses community 
problems. 

o This same kind of data helps nonprofits to attract grants and individual donations, 
and can serve to improve staff oversight and performance reviews. 

 
B. Take simple joint actions with officials – article in their newsletter, community tour, 

town hall meeting, or closed-door stakeholder meeting. 

o The key to success in the General Assembly is cultivating relationships with a few 
legislators willing to champion your issues. 

o True champions are eager to work with you to take simple joint actions related to 
your advocacy efforts. 

o By taking these actions, the legislator becomes committed to taking additional, more 
involved steps to move forward your policy priorities. 

o Many simple actions can serve dual purposes, strengthening the organization’s 
brand and visibility as well as making progress toward policy advocacy objectives. 

 
C. Be more selective and strategic in designing policy actions – look for small, incremental 

victories. 

o Attracting funding, volunteers, and other support for sustaining a policy advocacy 
campaign often requires a demonstrated ability to deliver victories.  By seeking 
smaller, incremental wins, legal services organizations can create a sense of 
accomplishment and progress.  For example, holding a hearing in a legislative 
committee can be marketed as a victory leading to future, larger objectives.  

o Legislators often use a sequence of actions to cultivate support for policy reforms 
over time and develop a perception that adoption of substantive legislation is 
inevitable.  Moving through this sequence of actions may take four years or more. 
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o The sequence may include: (i) Informational hearings by the Policy Committee in one 
or more caucuses; (ii) Informational hearings by a standing committee in the House 
and/or Senate; (iii) A study by one of the legislative research offices (Legislative 
Budget and Finance Committee, Joint State Government Commission, Independent 
Fiscal Office); (iv) The formation of a legislative commission which holds hearings 
and issues a report with findings and recommendations; (v) Introducing legislation 
and obtaining a large number of cosponsors; (vi) Adopting legislation instructing an 
administrative agency to form a working group dedicated to involving outside 
advocates and examining a particular issue; (vii) Adopting legislation addressing 
noncontroversial aspects of a problem that do not require additional state funding; 
(viii) Adopting legislation making reforms that may attract opposition and involve 
increased state appropriations. 

 
D. Increase visibility through email alerts, social media, letters to editor, op-eds, quotes in 

news articles, editorial board meetings, and briefings for reporters. 

o Visibility gives an impression of power, public support, expertise, and legitimacy. 

o The same kind of visibility helps to attract grants, donations, volunteers, and strong 
board members. 

o Public officials and their staff will research the online visibility of your organization 
and make judgments based on the number of social media followers, the frequency 
of news clippings and media appearances, whether your website displays a healthy 
stock of newsletters and fact sheets, and other factors contributing to a positive 
reputation and name recognition within the Capitol. 

o Organizations can take actions that create overall visibility while also addressing the 
needs of a policy advocacy campaign – (i) promote an online petition with lots of 
signatures; (ii) sign up clients and volunteers to attend a lobby day in Harrisburg; (iii) 
collect and publish client stories about the impact of a particular issue; (iv) attract 
donors to support the next phase of a policy advocacy campaign. 

 
E. Raise organizational status by holding public actions and growing networks of clients, 

grassroots leaders, and peer groups. 

o Funders and volunteers are attracted to organizations that have sizable networks of 
stakeholders and can organize public meetings and other actions with significant 
attendance. 

o The same kinds of networks and actions can provide important opportunities to 
spread the word about advocacy initiatives, demonstrate broad support, and 
convince state officials to get on board. 
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F. Raise funding to support advocacy goals through house parties, social media, and 
events. 

o Use these fundraising activities to also draw attention to policy advocacy efforts, 
increasing support and enthusiasm for both purposes. 

 
G. Get the board, volunteers, clients, and donors involved in all of these actions, 

strengthening their knowledge, skills, and commitment. 

o Nonprofits often struggle to engage their board members and others in meaningful 
ways.  Policy advocacy activities provide excellent opportunities for engagement. 

o For example, board members can receive training, practice using talking points, and 
participate in meetings with state officials. 

o Officials usually become more engaged themselves in meetings attended by “real 
people” such as board members and clients. 
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(5) Refresher on Lobbying Requirements for 
Registration, Reporting, and Compliance  
 
Legal services managers and staff should know about 
and follow the state, local, and federal rules for 
lobbying.  In general, the rules allow a minimal amount 
of lobbying without requiring registration and reporting.  
Organizations can also conduct many advocacy activities (educational meetings, informational 
materials, background discussions not influencing legislation) without triggering the compliance 
requirements.   
 
Nonprofits Must Comply with Multiple Lobbying Provisions 
 

 Lobbying laws of Pennsylvania 
 

 Local lobbying ordinances, such as those of Philadelphia and Pittsburgh 
 

 The Federal Lobbying Disclosure Act 
 

 Federal tax law for charitable organizations 
 

 
Key Aspects of Pennsylvania’s Lobbying Disclosure Law (65 Pa.C.S. § 13A01, et seq.) 
 
For a detailed discussion of this issue, see the separate document – “Lobbying by Nonprofits in 
Pennsylvania – The Rules of the Road” (August 2014), by Larry Beaser, Blank Rome LLP.  The 
law, related regulations, and additional information are found online at 
http://www.ethics.state.pa.us/portal/server.pt/community/lobbying/9042/the_lobbying_disclosure_law/541100.   
 
A. "Lobbying" is defined as: “An effort to influence legislative action or administrative action in 

this Commonwealth.  The term includes: (1) direct or indirect communication; (2) office 
expenses; and (3) providing any gift, hospitality, transportation or lodging to a State official 
or employee for the purpose of advancing the interest of the lobbyist or principal.”  Section 
13A03. 
 

B. "Direct communication" is defined as: “An effort, whether written, oral or by any other 
medium, made by a lobbyist or principal, directed to a State official or employee, the 
purpose or foreseeable effect of which is to influence legislative action or administrative 
action.  The term may include personnel expenses and office expenses.”  Section 13A03. 
 

o NOTES: (1) Volunteer lobbying activities, including volunteer activities by board 
members, are typically not attributed to the nonprofit as lobbying.  However, 
lobbying costs may include payment of related expenses as well as staff salaries.     
(2) Monitoring of administrative action or legislative action is ordinarily not lobbying.  

http://www.ethics.state.pa.us/portal/server.pt/community/lobbying/9042/the_lobbying_disclosure_law/541100
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But when monitoring is connected to lobbying activity and the organization is not 
exempt from registration and reporting, the costs must be reported. 

 
C. "Indirect communication" is defined as: “An effort, whether written, oral or by any other 

medium, to encourage others, including the general public, to take action, the purpose or 
foreseeable effect of which is to directly influence legislative action or administrative 
action.”  Section 13A03. 
 

D. "Lobbyist" is defined as: “Any individual, association, corporation, partnership, business 
trust or other entity that engages in lobbying on behalf of a principal for economic 
consideration.  The term includes an attorney at law while engaged in lobbying.”  Section 
13A03. 
 

o NOTE: A nonprofit employee is a lobbyist when lobbying as part of their paid 
employment for the organization or during time for which they receive such pay. 

 
E. "Principal" is defined as: “An individual, association, corporation, partnership, business trust 

or other entity: (1) on whose behalf a lobbying firm or lobbyist engages in lobbying; or (2) 
that engages in lobbying on the principal’s own behalf.”  Section 13A03. 
 

F. Registration: “Unless excluded . . . , a lobbyist, lobbying firm or a principal must register 
with the department [PA Department of State] within ten days of acting in any capacity as a 
lobbyist, lobbying firm or principal. Registration shall be biennial.”  Section 13A04. 
 

G. Reporting: “(a) A registered principal shall, under oath or affirmation, file quarterly expense 
reports with the department no later than 30 days after the last day of the quarter.  (b)(1) 
Each expense report must list the names and registration numbers when available of all 
lobbyists by whom lobbying is conducted on behalf of the principal and the general subject 
matter or issue being lobbied.  (2) Each expense report shall include the total costs of all 
lobbying for the period.  The total shall include all office expenses, personnel expenses, 
expenditures related to gifts, hospitality, transportation and lodging to State officials or 
employees, and any other lobbying costs. . . . (6) A lobbying firm or a lobbyist not associated 
with a lobbying firm shall submit an expense report if during the reporting period the 
lobbying firm or lobbyist engaged in lobbying which was not contained in any expense 
report filed by a principal or principals represented.”  Section 13A05. 
 

o NOTE: Reporting is generally a requirement for the principal, but the lobbyist 
(including nonprofit employees) or lobbying firm must report for themselves if the 
principal does not. 

 
H. Records retention: “A registrant shall retain all documents reasonably necessary to 

substantiate the reports to be made under this section for four years from the date of filing 
the subject report.  Upon request by the Office of Attorney General, the board, the 
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commission or the department, these materials shall be made available for inspection 
within a reasonable period of time.”  Section 13A05(c). 
 

I. Thresholds for reporting: “An expense report required under this section shall be filed when 
total expenses for lobbying exceed $2,500 for a registered principal in a reporting period.  In 
a reporting period in which total expenses are $2,500 or less, a statement to that effect 
shall be filed.”  Section 13A05(d). 
 

J. Exemption from registration and reporting: “(1) An individual who limits lobbying to 
preparing testimony and testifying before a committee of the General Assembly or 
participating in an administrative proceeding of an agency. . . . (3) An individual who does 
not receive economic consideration for lobbying.  (4) An individual whose economic 
consideration for lobbying, from all principals represented, does not exceed $2,500 in the 
aggregate during any reporting period.  (5) An individual who engages in lobbying on behalf 
of the individual’s employer if the lobbying represents less than 20 hours during any 
reporting period.  (6) Except as required under section 13A05(d), a principal whose total 
expenses for lobbying purposes do not exceed $2,500 during any reporting period. . . . (12) 
An individual who is not a registered lobbyist and who serves on an advisory board, working 
group or task force at the request of an agency or the General Assembly.  (13) Participating 
as a party or as an attorney at law or representative of a party, case or controversy in any 
administrative adjudication pursuant to 2 Pa.C.S. (relating to administrative law and 
procedure). . . . (15) Vendor activities under 62 Pa.C.S. §§ 514 (relating to small 
procurements), 516 (relating to emergency procurements) and efforts directly related to 
responding to publicly advertised invitations to bid and requests for proposals.”  Section 
13A06. 
 

K. Penalties: “(a)(1) The commission shall issue a notice of alleged noncompliance to a person 
that has failed to register or report as required by this chapter. . . . (3) The notice shall 
advise that if the person disagrees with the alleged noncompliance, the person may appeal 
the determination before the commission.  (4) The notice shall set forth the deadline and 
manner in which to request a hearing.  (5) If the person does not request a hearing in 
accordance with the notice, the alleged noncompliance shall be deemed to constitute 
noncompliance with this chapter, and the commission shall impose a penalty . . . (c)(1) 
Negligent failure to register or report as required by this chapter is punishable by an 
administrative penalty not exceeding $50 for each late day. . . . (3) The commission shall 
notify the board [Disciplinary Board of the Supreme Court] of any lobbyist or principal who 
is an attorney at law against whom a civil penalty is imposed.”  Additional penalties may 
include a five year prohibition from lobbying for failure to comply after notice and a criminal 
misdemeanor with fines up to $25,000 for intentional violations.  Section 13A09. 
 

o NOTES: Register when needed.  Do not disregard filing deadlines or warning letters. 
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Key Aspects of Federal Tax Law for 501(c)(3) Organizations 
 
The following quotes from the IRS describe only the most basic aspects of these rules.  Details 
are found at http://www.irs.gov/Charities-&-Non-Profits/Lobbying.  
 

 “In general, no organization may qualify for section 501(c)(3) status if a substantial part 
of its activities is attempting to influence legislation (commonly known as lobbying).  A 
501(c)(3) organization may engage in some lobbying, but too much lobbying activity 
risks loss of tax-exempt status.” 
 

 “Legislation includes action by Congress, any state legislature, any local council, or 
similar governing body, with respect to acts, bills, resolutions, or similar items (such as 
legislative confirmation of appointive office), or by the public in referendum, ballot 
initiative, constitutional amendment, or similar procedure.  It does not include actions 
by executive, judicial, or administrative bodies.” 
 

 “An organization will be regarded as attempting to influence legislation if it contacts, or 
urges the public to contact, members or employees of a legislative body for the purpose 
of proposing, supporting, or opposing legislation, or if the organization advocates the 
adoption or rejection of legislation.” 
 

 “Organizations may, however, involve themselves in issues of public policy without the 
activity being considered as lobbying.  For example, organizations may conduct 
educational meetings, prepare and distribute educational materials, or otherwise 
consider public policy issues in an educational manner without jeopardizing their tax-
exempt status.” 
 

 “Whether an organization’s attempts to influence legislation, i.e., lobbying, constitute a 
substantial part of its overall activities is determined on the basis of all the pertinent 
facts and circumstances in each case. The IRS considers a variety of factors, including the 
time devoted (by both compensated and volunteer workers) and the expenditures 
devoted by the organization to the activity, when determining whether the lobbying 
activity is substantial.” 
 

 “Organizations other than churches and private foundations may elect the expenditure 
test under section 501(h) as an alternative method for measuring lobbying activity. 
Under the expenditure test, the extent of an organization’s lobbying activity will not 
jeopardize its tax-exempt status, provided its expenditures, related to such activity, do 
not normally exceed an amount specified in section 4911.  This limit is generally based 
upon the size of the organization and may not exceed $1,000,000, as indicated in the 
table below.” 
 

 

http://www.irs.gov/Charities-&-Non-Profits/Lobbying
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If the amount of exempt purpose expenditures is:  Lobbying nontaxable amount is: 

 ≤ $500,000  20% of the exempt purpose expenditures 

 >$500,00 but ≤ $1,000,000  $100,000 plus 15% of the excess of exempt 
purpose expenditures over $500,000 

 > $1,000,000 but ≤ $1,500,000  $175,000 plus 10% of the excess of exempt 
purpose expenditures over $1,000,000 

 >$1,500,000  $225,000 plus 5% of the exempt purpose 
expenditures over $1,500,000 

 
 
Local Lobbying Ordinances in Pennsylvania Municipalities 
 
The local requirements are similar to the Pennsylvania Lobbying Disclosure Law, but there are 
important differences.  Separate registration and reporting are required.   
 
See the rules for: 
 

 Philadelphia  http://www.phila.gov/ethicsboard/lobbying/Pages/default.aspx 
 

 Pittsburgh  http://www.openbookpittsburgh.com/SearchLobbyists.aspx  
 
 
Federal Lobbying Disclosure Act 
 
http://lobbyingdisclosure.house.gov/index.html 
 
http://www.senate.gov/pagelayout/legislative/g_three_sections_with_teasers/lobbyingdisc.ht
m#lobbyingdisc=lda 
 
  

http://www.phila.gov/ethicsboard/lobbying/Pages/default.aspx
http://www.openbookpittsburgh.com/SearchLobbyists.aspx
http://lobbyingdisclosure.house.gov/index.html
http://www.senate.gov/pagelayout/legislative/g_three_sections_with_teasers/lobbyingdisc.htm#lobbyingdisc=lda
http://www.senate.gov/pagelayout/legislative/g_three_sections_with_teasers/lobbyingdisc.htm#lobbyingdisc=lda
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HOW LEGAL SERVICES NONPROFITS CAN USE STATE-LEVEL ADVOCACY TO  
INFLUENCE POLICY WHILE ALSO STRENGTHENING THEIR ORGANIZATIONS 

 

 

 

 

 

 


