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1.  MEETINGS ISSUE STILL PERCOLATING ON CAPITOL HILL: The issue of 

government attendance at association meetings continues to be in the news and 

addressed on Capitol Hill.  

 

Recently, the American Association for the Advancement of Science (AAAS) 

delivered a sign-on letter with over 100 association signatures to Senate 

Appropriations Committee Chair Thad Cochran (R-MS) and Ranking Member 

Barbara Mikulski (D-MD) expressing concern about the impact of diminished 

government attendance at conferences.    

 

The administrative cost for agencies to attain the approval needed to attend 

conferences has also been a highlight of news reports and a recent Government 

Accountability Office report. Bloomberg reported that in 2014 the National 

Institute of Health spent $14.6 million on this administrative work to approve 

conferences, one fourth of their budget and more than they spend on Hodgkin’s 

disease.   

 

ASAE Public Policy staff continue to meet with congressional offices to emphasize 

the importance of face-to-face dialogue between the government and the private 

sector. 

2.  TIMETABLE STILL UNCERTAIN FOR IRS POLITICAL ACTIVITY RULES: 

The IRS has resolved all of the controversial issues it has been wrestling with 

regarding tax-exempt political activity, but it’s still too soon to say when the 

guidance will be released, according to IRS Chief Counsel William Wilkins, who 

spoke at an American Bar Association Section of Taxation meeting last week.  

 

The IRS last year scrapped a proposed rule regulating political activity by 

501(c)(4) groups after intense opposition from groups across the political 

spectrum. But IRS Commissioner John Koskinen last month confirmed that the 

agency plans on reissuing the rule and broadening it to apply to 527 political 

groups, 501(c)(6) trade associations, labor unions and other tax-exempt 

organizations.  

 

Wilkins said this week that the IRS is looking at “how to measure different kinds 

of good and bad activity,” according to Bloomberg BNA.  
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A key concern for many tax-exempt organizations, including ASAE, will revolve 

around how the IRS chooses to define political activity. In the initial guidance put 

out last year, the IRS expanded the definition of candidate-related political 

activity to include activities such as candidate forums or meet-and-greets, voter 

registration and even legislative alerts sent within 60 days of an election. ASAE 

said in its comments to the IRS at the time that this expanded definition 

amounted to a clear restriction on speech.  

 

Koskinen has said there will be an extended public comment period after the new 

rules come out, followed by public hearings. Congress is also likely to weigh in, 

since many congressional Republicans view attempts to restrict nonprofit political 

activity as an attempt to legally target conservative groups that spend money to 

influence elections, but are not legally required to disclose their donors. Senate 

Finance Committee Chairman Orrin Hatch (R-UT) told Koskinen last month to 

prepare for a congressional investigation if the agency moves forward with the 

broadened rule, and ensure document retention policies are in effect for all 

documents and communication related to the agency’s work on this proposal. 

3.  CHARITABLE TAX BILL STRIPPED FOR USE AS SENATE TRADE BILL: 

Senate leaders seeking to broker a trade deal said May 13 they will repurpose 

the House-passed America Gives More Act as a shell for legislation Democrats 

insisted be part of a larger trade promotion package.  

 

The America Gives More Act (H.R. 644) would have permanently extended the 

charitable deductions for food donations and conservation easement donations, 

as well as the IRA charitable rollover, which allows taxpayers aged 70.5 or older 

to donate up to $100,000 from their individual retirement accounts to charity.  

 

The Senate will strip the language from that bill and another – H.R. 1295, which 

would have overhauled the process for IRS approval of 501(c)(4) applicants – in 

order to advance legislation related to trade rule enforcement and promoting 

economic ties between the U.S. and developing nations.  

 

The Senate has voted to start debate on the trade promotion authority package 
and could pass the legislation by the end of next week. 

4.  SENATE WORKING GROUPS STILL DEBATING TAX REFORM IDEAS: The 

Senate Finance Committee’s tax reform working groups continue to look for 

areas of potential agreement as they move closer to issuing specific 

recommendations later this month.  

 

The working group on individual taxes, co-chaired by Sens. Chuck Grassley (R-

IA) and Debbie Stabenow (D-MI), told reporters after a May 13 roundtable 

discussion that there is consensus around streamlining the tax code for individual 

taxpayers but declined to go into specifics. There is still, however, a fundamental 

divide between Republicans and Democrats over lowering the top individual tax 

rates.  

 

“Fixing the tax code to suit everyone’s tastes is a tall order,” Grassley told 

Bloomberg BNA this week. “Simplification is a good place to start.”  

 

Earlier this year, the working groups received over 1,400 comments from various 



stakeholders on how best to overhaul the U.S. tax code. Provisions in the tax 

code related to tax-exempt organizations are within the purview of the Business 

Income Tax Working Group co-chaired by Sens. John Thune (R-SD) and Ben 

Cardin (D-MD). ASAE’s comments to this group address how different tax reform 

options would impact the revenue-generating activities of associations. 
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