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Chicago Passes New Ordinance Repealing Nonprofit  
Exemption from Lobbying Rules  

 
July 30, 2019 

 
On July 24, the Chicago city council unanimously passed an ordinance imposing new registration 

requirements on nonprofit lobbyists. Now, those who are paid to advocate on behalf of nonprofit organizations 
must register as lobbyists. The change is part of newly-elected Mayor Lori Lightfoot’s broader package of ethics 
reforms that are aimed at addressing government corruption. 

Chicago’s lobbying rules previously exempted from the definition of “lobbyist” volunteers, employees, 
officers or directors of nonprofit organizations. However, the city repealed this exemption; meaning that employees 
and others associated with nonprofit organizations will now be required to register if they seek to influence any 
legislative or administrative action on the organization’s behalf. In other words, they must register if they are paid 
or otherwise compensated for their efforts, or undertake those efforts as a matter of professional engagement 
(e.g., as part of their normal job duties), regardless of pay or other compensation.1 The new ordinance specifies, 
however, that those who undertake nonpartisan analysis, study, and research, provide technical advice or 
assistance, or examine or discuss broad social, economic, or similar problems on behalf of a nonprofit organization 
are not required to register as lobbyists.2 These changes will take effect on January 1, 2020, and we expect the 
Chicago Board of Ethics to updates its guidance accordingly in the coming months.  

Registration as a lobbyist is required within five business days of engaging in lobbying activity, or by January 
20 of each year if re-registering.3 The registration fee is $350; however, the Ethics Board has discretion to waive 
this fee for individuals lobbying solely on behalf of a nonprofit.4 The law still exempts from registration as a lobbyist 
those individuals who simply testify before the city council or any city agency, department, board, or commission. 

Disclosure reports are due quarterly each year and must list lobbying activities that occurred over the 
previous three months. The reports must include the names of clients on whose behalf lobbying was performed; 
the names of city agencies lobbied and a description of the legislation or administrative action involved; the total 
amount of expenditures for office expenses, personal travel, advertising, and others; an itemized list of every gift 
given to any official or employee of the city; and an itemized list of political contributions made to city candidates 
and elected officials.5 

Now that Chicago has changed its rules for nonprofits, those who lobby on behalf of these organizations 
should be prepared to register and make disclosures. In the past, Chicago has levied hefty finds for failing to register 
as a lobbyist—the Board of Ethics fined President Obama’s former campaign manager David Plouffe $90,000 for 

                                                           
1 Municipal Code of Chicago § 2-156-010(p). 
2 Municipal Code of Chicago § 2-156-220(e).  
3 Municipal Code of Chicago § 2-156-230.  
4 Municipal Code of Chicago § 2-156-130(d).  
5 Municipal Code of Chicago § 2-156-250.  

https://www.chicagotribune.com/news/breaking/ct-david-plouffe-uber-lobbying-fine-20170216-story.html
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failing to register as a lobbyist after lobbying then-Mayor Rahm Emanuel on behalf of Uber.   

For more information, please contact a member of Caplin & Drysdale’s Political Law team.  

Olivia N. Marshall 
omarshall@capdale.com  

202.862.5076 

Matthew T. Sanderson 
msanderson@capdale.com  

202.862.5046 

Bryson B. Morgan 
bmorgan@capdale.com  

202.862.7836 

 
 

 
 
About Caplin & Drysdale 
For more than 50 years, Caplin & Drysdale remains a leading provider of legal services to corporations, individuals, and nonprofits 
throughout the United States and around the world. We are also privileged to serve as legal advisors to accounting firms, financial 
institutions, law firms, and other professional services organizations.    

 
The firm's reputation over the years has earned us the trust and respect of clients, industry peers, and government agencies. Moreover, clients rely on our 
broad knowledge of the law and our keen insights into their business concerns and personal interests. Our lawyers' strong tactical and problem-solving skills - 
combined with substantial experience handling a variety of complex, high stakes, matters in a boutique environment - make us one the nation's most distinctive 
law firms.  
 
With offices in New York City and Washington, D.C., Caplin & Drysdale's core practice areas include:  
 

-Bankruptcy 
-Business, Investment & Transactional Tax 
-Complex Litigation 
-Corporate Law 
-Employee Benefits 
-Exempt Organizations  

-International Tax 
-Political Law 
-Private Client 
-Tax Controversies 
-Tax Litigation 
-White Collar Defense  

 
For more information, please visit us at www.caplindrysdale.com.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Disclaimer 
This communication does not provide legal advice, nor does it create an attorney-client relationship with you or any other reader. If you require legal 
guidance in any specific situation, you should engage a qualified lawyer for that purpose. Prior results do not guarantee a similar outcome.  
 
Attorney Advertising  
It is possible that under the laws, rules, or regulations of certain jurisdictions, this may be construed as an advertisement or solicitation. 
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Washington, DC Office:  
One Thomas Circle NW  

Suite 1100 
Washington, DC 20005 

202.862.5000 

New York, NY Office: 
600 Lexington Avenue  

21st Floor  
New York, NY 10022 

212.379.6000 
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