EIGHTY-FIVE GROUPS CALL UPON ALBANY NOT TO FURTHER
CRIMINALIZE POLITICAL PROTEST WITH UNCONSTITUTIONAL

“BUFFER ZONES”
February 25, 2026
The Honorable Kathy Hochul The Honorable Andrea Stewart-Cousins
Governor of New York State NY State Senate President Pro Tempore
NY State Capitol Building and Majority Leader
Albany, NY 12224 330 Capitol Building

Albany, NY 12247
The Honorable Carl E. Heastie
NY Assembly Speaker
932 Legislative Office Building
Albany, NY 12248

Dear Governor Hochul, President Pro Tempore Stewart-Cousins, and Speaker
Heastie:

Our organizations are united in opposing legislative and executive proposals that
seek to create demonstration-free buffer zones! around places of worship and
reproductive health care facilities across New York state. As free speech advocates,
civil liberties and civil rights organizations, reproductive rights supporters, Jewish
and Muslim groups, and immigrants’ rights groups, criminal legal system
reformers, public defenders, privacy advocates, and other voices, we believe such
proposals are unconstitutional, unnecessary and at this moment in history,
dangerous. Indeed, these measures will stifle political speech on issues of global
importance and expose more innocent Americans to government brutality simply for
speaking their minds.

We urge Albany leaders to reject measures to establish demonstration-free
buffer zones.

Buffer zones are unconstitutional. The Supreme Court has long held that the
state cannot create speech-free zones without a significant interest that would
justify the means. This is for good reason: First Amendment principles are at the
heart of maintaining democracy. Here, there is no record that comes close to
justifying so drastic a solution as a statewide speech-free zone outside of all places
of worship and reproductive health facilities. The First Amendment flatly prohibits
1t. Moreover, at a moment in time when our leaders should be concerned about the
bottom line, these proposals would recklessly plunge the state into a losing and

1 Part K of S.9005 / A.10005, and S.8599 (Sutton) / A.9335 (Lasher) differ slightly in scope, but are
similar enough, in that both would impose an unconstitutionally broad restriction on public
expression.



costly court battle.

Buffer zones are unnecessary. New laws that suppress public speech are
unnecessary when existing laws already address the problem. Indeed, state and
federal laws already offer protections against harassing and violent conduct outside
of religious and reproductive health facilities.2 And there is no record of violence,
intimidation, or interference emanating from protests outside such facilities in New
York City—or elsewhere in the State—that current law cannot address.

Buffer zones are undemocratic. Across the country, people are exercising their
right to protest, assemble, and document abuses. In response, federal agents, as
well as state and local governments have shown how violently they are willing to
treat demonstrators when given the opportunity. Masked DHS agents
indiscriminately detain Americans and lawful residents without cause, and gas
anyone who dares to bear witness or criticize. Police escalate encounters with
excited crowds in order to provoke arrestable behavior. Riot officers beat and spray
crowds of anti-war and immigrants’ rights activists, including students, academics,
and elected officials. And in just the last month, masked, ill-trained, overzealous
federal agents have killed two political protesters in Minnesota. It is not a safe
moment for Americans to make their voices heard on certain subjects. New York
must not meet this moment by creating more pathways to criminalize and punish
protest.

The buffer zone proposals are not only unconstitutional, but criminalize speech, and
so will ultimately increase the number and intensity of encounters between civilians
and overzealous law enforcement—a result that will disproportionately affect not
only certain viewpoints but also communities that are already over-policed. This is a
dangerous and undemocratic outcome that we call upon Albany to prevent.

Respectfully submitted,
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