
PHILANTHROPY AT THE GATE
With state budget cuts looming, 
it’s time policymakers heard the 
truth from Austin nonprofits.
by monica m. williams
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The way Jason Sabo tells it, there isn’t much of a 
silver lining to the State of Texas’ $27 billion budget 
shortfall, the biggest in our state’s history. “And I’m 
a silver lining kind of guy.” 

Sabo is the United Ways of Texas’ man at the 
Capitol. As senior vice president for public policy, 
Sabo has attended the budget meetings and leg-
islative hearings inside the Capitol for almost 10 
years, sometimes the only person to bear witness 
for the nonprofit sector. 

According to Sabo, there’s a disconnect between 
lawmakers and nonprofits, a lack of communication 
and understanding that leaves many lawmakers be-
lieving that philanthropy will fill in where the state 
cannot. 

“What the nonprofit sector doesn’t realize is 
that philanthropy and foundations are mentioned 
frequently as the folks who are going to pick up 
the slack,” says Sabo. “I don’t think the Legislature 
is aware of philanthropy’s limitations. The reality is, 
we can’t do everything.”

“At the very least, nonprofits need  to bear witness  
to what’s about to happen.” - Jason Sabo

For the poorest, sickest, most helpless people in Austin, 
things are about to get worse. And the agencies and  
nonprofits that serve them may not be able to help.
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Time to Speak Up
Among the many reasons nonprofits don’t 
engage in lobbying, says Sabo, is the lack of 
knowledge about what is legally allowable. 
In fact, it is perfectly legal for nonprofits to 
engage in lobbying and advocacy without 
risking their tax-exempt status. According to 
the Center for Lobbying in the Public Interest, 
a nonprofit that trains other nonprofits in ad-
vocacy, the amount of resources a nonprofit 
can spend on lobbying depends on which lob-
bying law the organization comes under and 
the amount of their annual expenditures. 

For most nonprofits, that’s 
a difficult message to send. You 
don’t want anyone to know  
there’s only so much you can do, 
not when you’re trying to sell 
yourself as an effective and sca-
blable organization. 

But serving on the front 
lines comes with its responsibil-
ties. First, most nonprofits have 
a thorough understanding of 
the populations they serve, one 
that goes far beyond the data 
and statistics found in reports 
to the Legislature. Second, 
nonprofits have a duty to the 
people they serve—and to their 
donors—to use every allowable 
means to improve the lives of 
their clients. 

In fact, who better than 
nonprofits to speak up for the 
people most vulnerable to state 
budget cuts?
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Most of the rules turn on a 1976 
lobby law, which is more specific about 
expenditures and the definition of lob-
bying than more recent laws, and there-
fore safer for the risk-averse nonprofit 
sector. In most cases, “lobbying” refers to 
actions taken in regard to specific legis-
lation rather than general suggestions 
for solving problems. (See “Understand 
the Rules” sidebar, next page.)

Even if lobbying is outside an orga-
nization’s resources (or comfort levels) 
it can make an impression by simply in-
troducing a legislator to its work. Sabo 
suggests taking advantage of the rela-
tionship resources a nonprofit already 
has. “We put people on our boards of 
directors not just because they can write 
checks,” says Sabo, “but also because they 
have the ability to pick up the phone and 
reach out to influencers.” 

NoNprofits Are AffeCteD by the 
stAte’s bUDGet shortfAll iN A 
NUmber of wAys. 

1. Layoffs to state employees translate to 

significant layoffs in Austin, adding more 

people to the growing population non-

profits serve. 

2. To make concessions for budget cuts, 

the state may change long-standing 

provisions that protect and support non-

profits, leaving them vulnerable to loss 

of funding and even threatening their 

existence. 

3. Many nonprofits receive funding di-

rectly or indirectly from the state, and 

budget cuts may reduce or eliminate 

that funding. 

4. As more nonprofits are affected by the 

state’s budget shortfall, competition for 

donor dollars will grow fierce.

iN other worDs, it’s time to Do 
eveN more with eveN less, riGht?

“Actually, I think that nonprofits need 

to be concerned about being effective,” 

says Silverberg. “You can’t always do 

more with less. At some point, you just 

can’t do anymore. We need to face those 

limitations.” 
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5 thiNGs yoU CAN Do: 
1. eDUCAte yoUrself. 
Research the bills and follow their progress. Keep your donors and board 
informed of the bills that can affect your services. 

2. write to yoUr stAte leGislAtor. 
Sabo’s advice: While 200 handwritten letters from an organized group will 
get a legislator’s attention, so will 20. Focus first on the legislators who rep-
resent you, then on those who serve on the relevant committees. 

3.  ArrANGe to meet with yoUr leGislAtor 
or his or her stAff. 

In-person meetings are easier to get than you think. When you do get that 
meeting, come prepared with stories as well as relevant economic data on 
the impact of your services.

4.  write to yoUr sChool DistriCt boArD 
of trUstees. 

One effect of the budget cuts may be that legislators give districts more 
programming leeway. While the school district staff makes recommenda-
tions for the budget, in the end, it’s the board that decides. That process 
starts now and lasts through the end of the school year. (In AISD, watch for 
a public hearing on April 25.)

5. JoiN A CoAlitioN. 
Several organizations are forming to advocate as a group. Some require 
membership fees or target a specific field of interest. A few examples: 
TANO, TExAS ASSOCIATION OF NONPROFITS 
TExANS CARE FOR ChILDREN 
TExAS FORWARD 
ONE VOICE CENTRAL TExAS
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Don’t go it alone
There are a number of organized efforts 
by nonprofits in Texas to advocate and 
educate during this session, including 
the Texas Association of Nonprofit Or-
ganizations. That organization, lead by 
Barry Silverberg, takes a positive, pro-
active approach to the budget shortfall. 
“This session gives us an opportunity to 
help the Legislature understand what 
the nonprofit sector is,” says Silverberg.  
“It’s time for us to mature as a sector.”

TANO’s mission this session will be 
to monitor and respond to legislative 
and regulatory initiatives that may have 
a negative effect on nonprofits.  Other 
organizations like Texas Forward, One 
Voice Central Texas and Texans Care for 
Children organize under specific fields 
of interest and establish a more pointed 
agenda. 

“People need to band together as a 
sector,” says Silverberg. “Our goal is to 
educate policymakers about the diversi-
ty of the sector. We have not been strong 
advocates of who we are and what we 
need.”

the NoNprofit tAsk forCe

In the 2009 session, the Legislature man-

dated a task force designed to identify 

ways to strengthen and grow nonprofits. 

That task force issued a report last No-

vember, outlining major recommenda-

tions areas that don’t necessarily cost 

money. 

“These are things that are immedi-

ately implementable at very little cost, if 

there’s a political will to do it,” says Silver-

berg, who served on the task force. 

There’s no word as to how or if the 

Legislature will consider the recom-

mendations this session. “But our recom-

mendations to improve these processes 

would go a long way toward easing the 

burden of the budget cuts.” 

VIEW ThE TASK FORCE’S FINAL  

RECOMMENDATIONS

“We have not been strong advocates of who we 
are and what we need.” - Barry Silverberg
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Austin’s obligation
The Central Texas Education 
Funders have taken this call to 
action, lead by KDK-Harman Foun-
dation. “There will be a huge learn-
ing curve for us,” says Jennifer Es-
terline, executive director, “but 
because we’re very blessed to be in 
Austin, we have a responsibility to 
our colleagues across the state.”

A big win for Central Texas 
nonprofits would be to increase 
visibility and involvement at the 
Legislature. “We’re going to knock 
on the doors of legislative offices, 
get to know the staff members and 
tell them about our grantees,” says 
Esterline. 

CTEF is also organizing an 
education day on February 9, and 
invite leading philanthropists and 
funders to understand their role in 
advocacy and public policy.  

“The nonprofits outside of 
Austin would love to have the op-
portunity we have,” says Sabo. “We 
have the seat of power right in our 
backyard, and we need to step up 
for our own community, our sector 
and our constituents and pay at-
tention. At the very least, nonprof-
its must bear witness to what’s 
about the happen.” 

UNDerstAND  
the rUles
The Center for Lobbying in the 
Public Interest offers a step-by-step 
guide for nonprofits and their board 
members and advocates to engage 
in advocacy, as well as a number of 
other useful and encouraging re-
sources. 

WhAT ThE LAW ALLOWS 

ROADMAP FOR GUIDANCE ON 
FUNDING ADVOCACY (PDF)

hOW TO MAKE A DIFFERENCE WITh 
JUST 3 hOURS A WEEK (PDF)

WATCh Jason 
Sabo explain 

why budget cuts 
would have to 

affect health and 
human services 
and education. 

WATCh Jason 
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and education. 

WATCh Jason 
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why budget cuts 
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affect health and 
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