
DEBATE CO-SPONSORSHIP GUIDELINES 
 

It is important that the League of Women Voters of New York State maintain its nonpartisan 
position when co-sponsoring a debate.  The first step in agreeing to co-sponsorship is to review 
the other organization's mission statement to ensure what its goals are consistent with those of 
League. 
 
Any organization co-sponsoring a debate must meet the following conditions: 

• refrain from endorsing candidates prior to or immediately after the debate, 
• follow the League's guidelines for candidate participation, 
• agree to accept the League's standards of nonpartisanship and debate quality, 
• treat the candidates equitably, and 
• agree to jointly issue all press releases, letters, and other material circulated to the public. 

 
DEBATES JURISDICTION POLICY 
The LWVNYS has sole jurisdiction over debates for statewide office.  LWVNYS may delegate 
the operation of a debate for statewide office to a local League, providing that state League 
guidelines are used and that the sponsoring League submits its plan to the LWVNYS in a timely 
fashion. 
(Adopted by the state board June 28, 1992.) 
 
Using these principles, local Leagues are encouraged to adopt policies and guidelines for local 
debates.  It is preferable that such policies be discussed and adopted prior to election periods. 
 
EMPTY CHAIR DEBATES 
U.S. Congressional Debates - If a candidate is running for public office (i.e., U.S. Congress), 
you cannot hold a debate unless there are at least two candidates "face to face" (there cannot be a 
substitute for a candidate); therefore, with only one candidate you have no option but to cancel.  
Federal Election Commission (FEC) regulations state that this holds even if a candidate just does 
not show up at the last minute.  If you proceed with only one candidate for U.S. Congress our 
nonpartisan status would be jeopardized. 
• State and Local Debates - If a candidate is running for the NYS legislature or for 

town/city office, the above rules do not apply unless you are planning to hold your debate 
at a television studio.  Television comes under Federal Communications Commission 
(FCC) guidelines and you will need to learn from the television station if it can proceed 
with only one candidate.  Otherwise, the decision is up to you.  Your board should have a 
policy to cover the possibility of a candidate's withdrawal or refusal to participate.  Some 
Leagues permit those who will be unable to attend to submit a brief opening statement to 
be read by the moderator or a designated member of the audience.  Others prefer to have 
the moderator announce that the absent person is a candidate for the office and that 
copies of a written statement, if one is provided, are available on the literature table.  
Obviously the League would prefer not to have only one candidate since it is not a debate 
and the public loses an opportunity to compare candidates' views; however, the idea that 
an "empty chair debate" is possible can be a very powerful incentive to get the reluctant 
candidate to agree to debate this opponent. 



• Policy Regarding Bulletin Ads from Candidates - Ads accepted for League 
publications should indicate support for the League and should not solicit or suggest 
support for a candidate or political party.  If advertising is received from a candidate or 
political party, a statement should appear on the same page stating that the League does 
not support or oppose political parties or candidates.  Such ads should not appear in the 
two-month period prior to election. 


