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What is 
“Prohibited Political Activity”?
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Sec. 5-15(a)
Prohibition against PPA during 

compensated time, or using State 
resources for PPA.

Sec. 5-15(b)
Prohibition against requiring State 

employee to engage in PPA

as part of employment duties

as condition of State employment

during any compensated time off 
(vacation, etc.). 
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Sec. 5-15(c)
 Prohibition against requiring PPA 

in exchange for employee bonus, 
salary raise, continued 
employment, etc.

Sec. 5-15(d)
 Prohibition against rewarding 

employee who engages in PPA by 
providing bonus, salary raise, 
continued employment, etc.
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Sec. 5-15(e)
 Nothing in this section prohibits 

employees from engaging in 
official activities or activities that 
are voluntary and otherwise 
lawful. 

Sec. 5-15(f)
 Employees who fall under merit 

principles or are paid through 
federal Merit System funds may 
not be denied employment or 
denied tenure for being a member 
or officer of a political committee, 
political party, organization or 
club. 
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EEC Resources for EO’s
 EEC is available for questions

 Various EO questions that relate 
to PPA are in handouts



 

 

Confidential pursuant to 5 ILCS 430/20-90 and 5 ILCS 430/20-95. 
 
Available only to Ethics Officers designated in accordance with 5 ILCS 430/20-23. 
 
 
Executive Ethics Commission Advice to Ethics Officers 

 
The Executive Ethics Commission, as part of its duties to provide public information, 
issue recommendations and provide findings upon which officers and employees may 
upon good faith rely, provides informal advice to agency ethics officers.  5 ILCS 
430/20-15(3), (4) and (6); 5 ILCS 430/20-23. 
 
Below is a partial list of questions received from ethics officers and answers provided 
by the Commission.  The questions and answers have been distilled to increase clarity 
and to prevent identification of the agency or individuals involved. 
 
Each question was asked in a particular context that is not always apparent from the 
text below.  This context is essential to understand the correct application of these 
answers to other, similar situations.  Ethics officers should contact the Commission to 
determine whether their particular question would be answered in the same manner as 
those below. 
 
The Commission does not have the authority to issue formal or informal legal 
opinions.  Any person seeking such an opinion should consult the Office of the 
Illinois Attorney General. 
 
 
Prohibited Political Activity 
 
1. May an employee attend a conference for an organization of Republican lawyers 

(or Democratic lawyers)? 
 
Most employees are free to engage in political activity during time that is not 
compensated by the State.  Certain employees, however, are prohibited from 
engaging in any political activity, and you should check your own agency’s statutes 
and rules to determine whether this is permissible. 
 
Even if this employee is free to engage in political activity during time that is not 
compensated by the State, he or she should be careful not to misappropriate any State 
property or resources for the political purpose or to make any contributions while on 
State property. 
 
 
2. Certain employees of our agency wear uniforms.  One such employee is running 

for county office.  May he have campaign publicity photographs taken of him 
wearing his uniform? 



 

 

 
The Act provides that “State employees shall not intentionally misappropriate any 
State property or resources by engaging in any prohibited political activity…” 5 ILCS 
430/5-15(a).  Posing for campaign photographs is political activity. 
 
We understand that the uniform in question is provided free of charge to the 
employee by the agency and must be returned to the agency when the employee 
leaves service or when the uniform wears out.  It appears that the uniform is State 
property and using it for campaign purposes would be misappropriation. 
 
Even if the uniform were the property of the employee, it remains a symbol of the 
State agency.  It would be a best practice that this symbol not be misappropriated for 
political purposes, and the agency should consider drafting rules that would prohibit 
the use of the uniform for political purposes. 
 
 
3. May State employees solicit contributions to a union’s education and political 

fund on State time or on State property?  Let us assume that some or all of these 
contributions are going to support political campaigns and/or address questions 
of public policy. 

 
No.  “Prohibited political activity” includes soliciting anything of value intended as a 
campaign contribution (5 ILCS 430/5-15(3)) and making contributions on behalf of 
any candidate in connection with a campaign for elective office (5 ILCS 430/5-
15(9)).  Furthermore, by soliciting contributions for a political fundraiser, meetings or 
events, the union may be operating in this aspect as a “political organization” defined 
at 5 ILCS 430/1-5, and seemingly violates 5 ILCS 430/5-15(2). 
 
Such prohibited political activities should not be performed during compensated time 
or while on State property. 
 
 
4. May a member of a State board or commission support a candidate in a local 

election? 
 

Yes.  Most employees are free to engage in political activity during time that is not 
compensated by the State.  Certain employees, however, are prohibited from 
engaging in any political activity and you should check statutes related to your 
agency and agency rules to determine whether this is permissible. 
 
Even if this employee is free to engage in political activity during time that is not 
compensated by the State, he or she should be careful not to misappropriate any State 
property or resources for the political purpose or to make any political contributions 
while on State property.  The board or commission member should take care that the 
support of the candidate be interpreted as individual support and not as the support of 
the board or commission.  



 

 

 
 
5. May a State of Illinois employee appear as a guest on a State Senator’s public 

access television program to describe or explain the work she does for the State of 
Illinois? 

 
Yes, but with caution.  As public officials, we must be responsible to the public, 
including informing the public about our activities to the extent not otherwise 
prohibited.  Appearances with an announced candidate obviously have the potential to 
constitute “political activity” within the very broad definitions of the Ethics Act. 
 
State employees should be mindful of both imperatives, i.e., to inform the public and 
to avoid prohibited political activities and apply their best judgment in given cases. 
 

 
6. Our State agency has been asked by a not-for-profit organization to provide some 

promotional materials to be distributed at a fundraiser for that organization.  It is 
not a political fundraiser.  Can we provide these promotional materials? 

 
Yes.  There is nothing within the Ethics Act that prohibits advertising for your 
agency’s programs.  So long as these items do not contain the name or likeness of an 
executive branch constitutional officer or member of the General Assembly, they may 
be distributed at the organization’s fundraiser. 
 
 
7. Can a State employee serve as an election judge? 
 
Yes.  So long as this is not done during time compensated by the State and the 
employee uses no State resources to do this work, serving as an election judge is 
permissible for most State employees.  Certain agencies or people with certain 
positions are prohibited from engaging in political activity.  You should check the 
statutes and agency rules. 
 
 
8. Some of our agency’s grantees are members of an association.  The grantees pay 

annual dues to the association and the association spends a very small percentage 
of these dues engaging in lobbying efforts on behalf of the members.  Is this 
permissible? 

 
Since the lobbying is done by a third-party and constitutes only a very small 
percentage of its business, this is probably acceptable.  Your agency may wish to add 
a condition to the grant that prohibits grant money from being used directly or 
indirectly to pay for lobbying. 
 
 



 

 

9. Our agency has a “reasonable use” policy that allows employees to make 
personal telephone calls from a State telephone in certain situations.  Is such a 
policy a violation of the Ethics Act?  Can the policy be expanded to apply to the 
use of a State fax machine? 

 

The Ethics Act prohibits misappropriation of State property and services for 
prohibited political activity (5 ILCS 430/5-15).  The Act does not address other uses, 
such as personal use of State property or services, so agencies have certain discretion 
in matters such as personal calls from State telephones. It would seem that the same 
terms of reasonable use for a telephone ought to apply to the use of a fax machine, 
and perhaps, other pieces of office equipment.  The Commission believes that the 
agency could adjust its rules to cover personal use of other pieces of office equipment 
and remain within the requirements of the Ethics Act. 

 
 
10. May an employees’ union conduct a voter registration drive at a State facility? 

 
State employees may not intentionally misappropriate State property and resources by 
engaging in any prohibited political activity for the benefit of any campaign for 
elective office or any political organization.  5 ILCS 430/5-15(a). 

 
The issue before us is whether a voter registration drive is prohibited political 
activity.  Voter registration drives are not specifically enumerated in the definition of 
“prohibited political activity.”  5 ILCS 430/1-5.  Furthermore, the definitions of 
“political” and “political organizations” contained in the Ethics Act tend to focus on 
the campaigns, political parties, committees, associations, and funds, and their related 
activities.  Voter registration drives, on the other hand, should be public, neutral 
activities.  In fact, the Federal Government enacted the Motor Voter law that requires 
states to offer voter registration when drivers’ licenses are renewed, presumably on 
state property. 

 
For these reasons, the Commission believes that a voter registration drive is not, on its 
face, a prohibited political activity.  Caution should be exercised, however, to ensure 
that the voter registration drive is party neutral and is not a guise for, or includes, 
political activity.  All people who wish to register should be allowed to do so without 
regard to party affiliation.  Also, political party and candidate paraphernalia should 
not be displayed or distributed, and volunteers must refrain from any and all attempts 
at political persuasion.  Finally, State employees whose salaries are paid in full or in 
part by a Federal grant should consider the application of the Hatch Act to their 
involvement in a voter registration drive.  

 
 

11. My Director has been asked to participate in a pre-election debate/discussion 
forum of issues relevant to our agency.  Opposing him in the forum is an elected 
official from the other political party.  May he attend the forum? 

 



 

 

The ban on prohibited political activity means that political activity may not be 
conducted on State time and that state resources may not be misappropriated for 
political purposes.  Agency directors tend to be employed around the clock, i.e., they 
do not work normal scheduled hours.  Yet, agency directors and senior staff have a 
duty to inform the public about the work their agencies do.  It can be difficult to 
distinguish prohibited political activity from legitimate attempts to inform the public. 

 
If your Director decides to participate in the forum, we suggest the following:  First, 
he should clarify in his opening remarks that he is not acting as a spokesperson for a 
political party or candidate.  Rather, he is explaining present State policy that he 
carries out under the law and his comments are directed to what the present law 
provides and will still provide regardless of who is elected in November, unless and 
until the General Assembly changes it.  He should not in his remarks endorse any 
party or candidate, and thus should not respond to partisan attacks.  He should avoid 
mention of any candidate by name.  We also advise that any honoraria received for 
his participation is considered to be a gift for purposes of the gift ban. 
 

 
12. Our agency’s regulatory duties include inspecting certain private facilities.  The 

General Assembly has declared a certain week as “Safety Week” at these 
facilities.  May the agency print and distribute stickers to these facilities that 
announce the Safety Week, but also contain the name of an executive branch 
constitutional officer? 

 
Section 5-20 of the Ethics Act prohibits the use of the proper name or image of 
executive branch constitutional officers on certain items including bumper stickers, 
lapel pins, billboards, magnets, etc. that are designed, paid for, prepared or distributed 
using public dollars.  There is an exception, however, for items “in furtherance of the 
person’s official State duties or governmental and public service functions…” 5 ILCS 
430/5-20(b).  Each situation must be carefully analyzed concerning both the 
governmental function and the content of the item. 
 
Based upon our examination of items in question and the agency’s governmental 
function, it appears that such stickers are in furtherance of the agency’s official State 
duties, so printing and distributing them is not a violation of the Ethics Act. 
 
 
13. A State employee has been diagnosed with cancer and a political organization is 

planning a fundraiser for him and his family.  Can I circulate an email among our 
employees that contains the benefit flyer from the political organization? 

 
Announcing to agency staff an organized benefit for an employee does not violate the 
Ethics Act.  In this situation, however, it would be best to remove from the 
announcement any references to the political organization.  Instead, a simple email 
that gives the date, time and location of the benefit and the cost of tickets at the door 
could avoid the appearance of any prohibited political activity. 
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