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Y ou can pack a lot into a 
30-second TV ad. Take 
this one that ran in the 
state of New York in late 

spring.
The ad opens in the kitchen of 

an ordinary-looking, blue-collar 
young couple. The wife brews cof-
fee in her bathrobe; the husband 
peruses the classifieds wearily.

“Anything open up yet, babe?” 
she asks. “Nah,” he says, frus-
trated. “It’s just the same old job 
listings.”

Pouring his coffee, she says, 
“I saw where Cuomo’s pushing 
abortion again.”

“Yeah,” he agrees. “I thought we 
were voting for him to grow in-
dustry in New York.”

“Yeah,” she replies. “Didn’t think 
he meant the abortion industry.”

As the ad closes, a woman’s 
voice-over delivers the message: 
“Tell Gov. Cuomo we need job 
expansion, not abortion expan-
sion. Visit NewYorkersForLife.
org.” The words are repeated on 
screen, in large type—JOB EX-
PANSION, NOT ABORTION 
EXPANSION—along with the 
Web address. At the bottom, in 
smaller print, comes the attribu-
tion: “Paid for by New Yorkers for 
Constitutional Freedoms.”

The Rev. Jason McGuire is 
proud of that ad, part of a planned 
$250,000 statewide campaign.

“It really crystallized the issues 
in a way that spoke to people’s 
priorities,” said McGuire, the ex-
ecutive director of New Yorkers for 
Constitutional Freedoms, which is 
associated with CitizenLink.

“Gov. (Andrew) Cuomo got 
elected (by) promising to make 
jobs his priority,” McGuire told 
Citizen. “People want him to fo-
cus on that, not to crusade for an 
abortion bill so extreme it bothers 
even some people who’d consider 
themselves ‘pro-choice.’ ”

The bill in question was tele-
graphed in Cuomo’s State of the 
State address in January, when 
he declared the need for a “Re-
productive Health Act” because, 
he shouted three times, “it’s her 
body, it’s her choice.”

What those few words meant, 
it turned out, was a measure that 
would loosen restrictions on 
late-term abortions—those after 
24 weeks—and empower non-
physicians to perform them as well.

But Empire State pro-lifers met 
that proposal with a vigorous, 
skillful opposition campaign of 
their own. And when this year’s 

Shoulder to Shoulder
For pro-lifers in New York, teamwork and unity were the keys 
to blocking a bill that would have expanded abortions.

strenGth in numbers: Hundreds of citizens rallied against proposed legislation to loosen abortion laws at the New York State Capitol in Albany on April 15.
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legislative session drew to a close, 
the underdogs had won a nar-
row victory which, they say, can 
be a model for pro-lifers in other 
states.

Rapid Response
It’s an unfortunate reality: 

Sometimes groups on the same 
side of an issue don’t work to-
gether very well. Sometimes they 
divide over tactics. Sometimes 
they divide over turf.

But not this time
“We knew—all the pro-life 

groups and leaders in the state—
that we had to stand together, 
shoulder-to-shoulder, with a con-
sistent message,” McGuire said. 

“We were all willing to lay down 
our various identities. We really 
didn’t care who got the credit. We 
cared too much about this issue 
to worry about that.”

Others involved echo that 
theme.

“When I tell people about the 
things we did right, the very first 
thing I always say is, ‘We built 
partnerships,’ ” Kathleen Galla-
gher, director of pro-life activities 
for the New York State Catholic 
Conference, told Citizen. “That 
gave us unity and strength which 
propelled us forward.”

And they built those partner-
ships fast. On Jan. 9, Cuomo de-
livered his State of the State ad-
dress. On Jan. 10, McGuire and 
other leaders met in Gallagher’s 
office in Albany, the state capital.

On the spot, they founded an 
umbrella group, New Yorkers for 
Life (NYFL), to serve as a rallying 
point, a central destination and 
clearinghouse for all these groups.

“This gave Joe and Jane Pro-
Lifer a place to go to get the info 
they needed, to get the language 
and the message straight,” Galla-
gher said. “It was the foundation 
for our victory.”

By Jan. 14, NYFL had set up a 
website (www.newyorkersforlife.

org) and a Facebook page (www.
facebook.com/NYS4Life). “Social 
media was huge for us,” McGuire 
said. “We had compelling videos, 
compelling graphics. The other 
side couldn’t match it.”

NYFL also quickly found a com-
pelling spokeswoman in Kirsten 
(pronounced Keer-sten) Smith, 
the telegenic director of Place of 
Hope Pregnancy Resource Center 
in Rochester, N.Y.

Smith had been in this line of 
work for half her lifetime, having 
started as a youth counselor in 
her mid-20s. “I just saw the great 
need out there,” she told Citizen. “I 
saw these girls and my heart was 
deeply grieved. I have such a pas-
sion to help young women who 
have bought into the lie that they 
don’t have any other options.”

That made Smith an ideal candi-
date to put forth pro-life messages 
with an energy that audiences could 
clearly see was driven by compas-
sion, not combativeness.

 “Pro-lifers really, truly want to 
improve women’s lives,” Smith 

said. “We’re all about that. But 
abortion doesn’t help young 
women. What helps young wom-
en is life-affirming choices and 
hope.”

Delivering the Message
Smith’s words reflect one of the 

major messages NYFL delivered 
for months, at every opportunity: 
Protecting unborn babies doesn’t 
mean sacrificing women. Just the 
opposite.

“The phrase we settled on in 
that first meeting was, ‘Can’t we 
love them both?’ ” McGuire said. 
“Within 24 hours, we’d devel-
oped a logo and an image. Soon 
we had it everywhere—on our 
website, on signs, on billboards, 
on T-shirts.”

That unmistakably pro-woman 
tone would prove crucial because 
Cuomo had presented his abor-
tion proposal as one of 10 planks 
in a wider Women’s Equality Act. 
The others were mostly noncon-
troversial and often commend-
able—such as fighting domestic 
abuse and sex trafficking.

 “We’d have a marginally pro-
life legislator look at the package 
and say, ‘Of course I’m pro-life, 
but when it’s put together with 
all these other things I’ve been 
fighting for—stopping domestic 
violence and others—I just don’t 
know,’ ” Gallagher said.

“That happened over and over. 
But we did such an effective job of 
pushing back that we were able to 
push through to victory.”

Pushing back meant deliver-
ing the pro-lifers’ other major 
message: that the Reproductive 
Health Act should really be called 
the Abortion Expansion Act.

 “That was a turning point 
for us,” McGuire said. “Three or 
four times, the governor tried to 
reframe the debate, but he just 
couldn’t do it. We had defined it 
before the other side had a chance 
to do it. We just kept saying ‘Gov. 

The rev. Jason mcGuire, executive director of 
New Yorkers for Constitutional Freedoms.
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Cuomo’s Abortion Expansion 
Act.’ ” 

And this wasn’t simply a case of 
effective marketing, the pro-lifers 
argued. The bill richly deserved 
the name they’d given it.

According to its supporters, the 
measure was necessary just in case 
the U.S. Supreme Court ever over-
turned its famed abortion rulings, 
Roe v. Wade and Doe v. Bolton. If 
that happened, New York would 
revert to its 1970 law which bars 
abortion after 24 weeks except to 
save the life of a mother, making 
no allowance for threats to her 
health.

But “health” turned out to be 
a misleading term, said Stephen 
Hayford, an attorney who serves as 
legislative director for New Yorkers 
for Constitutional Freedoms.

“When you look at the word-
ing, it’s a ‘health’ exception broad 
enough to drive a truck through,” 
Hayford told Citizen. “It would 
codify that an abortion on a viable 
infant”—one that could survive 
outside the womb—“could be 
performed for any reason at all.”

That’s not all that’s wrong with 
the bill, he said. Among other 
things, it did something its back-
ers didn’t want to advertise in 
a measure billed as promoting 
women’s health: It allowed non-
physicians to perform abortions.

“They weren’t up-front about it, 
but one of the advocates grudg-
ingly admitted it in an interview,” 
Hayford said. “I think they’re hav-
ing trouble getting physicians to 
do abortions—and besides, nurse 
practitioners are cheaper.”

Put this together with other 
aspects of the bill, Hayford said, 
and the result would be “to make 
the state attractive to potential 
Kermit Gosnells”—the Pennsyl-
vania abortionist recently con-
victed of multiple murders, in a 
story which got national attention 
(see “Shocked into Action,” May 
2013 Citizen).

“The bill’s supporters said 
they wanted to assure women’s 
health,” he said. “But if this was 
about health, shouldn’t they be 
tightening regulations, not loos-
ening them?”

The more pro-lifers got the 
word out about these aspects of 
the bill, the more effective they 
were, Kirsten Smith said.

“This proposal was just off-the-
charts liberal,” she said. “New 

York already has the highest abor-
tion rate in the country (one in 
three pregnancies). This bill went 
so far that even some pro-choice 
people were against it.”

Decision Day
Going in, the pro-life team knew 

that one legislative chamber—the 
Democrat-dominated Assembly—
was out of reach. And sure enough, 
that body passed all 10 planks of 
Cuomo’s Women’s Equality Act on 
June 20, by a 98-47 margin.

The Senate, however, was in 
flux—and that’s where the real 
action would be.  

Although Republicans had lost 
outright control of the Senate in 
last November’s elections, a hand-
ful of Democrats—dubbed the 
Independent Democratic Con-
ference (IDC)—worked with the 

GOP to control the chamber. But 
all the members of the IDC fa-
vored Cuomo’s abortion proposal.

As the legislature moved toward 
its late June adjournment date, 
pro-lifers—who back in April had 
brought about a thousand people 
to the New York State Capitol for 
a rally—were out in force again 
on June 12 to encourage senators 
of both parties to vote “No” on 
abortion expansion.

 “At one point, we looked out 
in the Senate gallery and every 
seat was filled with people wear-
ing ‘Can’t we love them both?’ 
shirts,” McGuire recalled. “It was 
a stirring sight.”

One of those people was Sue 
Russell, an Albany-based regional 
representative for New Yorkers 
for Constitutional Freedoms.

“We cheered for (the pro-life 
legislators) before the session, and 
we were visible there throughout 
it,” she told Citizen. “We wanted 
them to see people’s faces, to know 
how we cared about this issue.”

Senate President Pro Tem and 
Majority Leader Dean Skelos, R-
Rockville Centre, had declared 
that he would block a vote on any 
late-term abortion bill. But under 
the power-sharing agreement, the 
GOP and the IDC alternated days 
on control of the calendar. 

And it was the latter group in 
control on Friday, June 21, when it 
became known that IDC co-lead-
er Sen. Jeff Klein, D-Bronx, would 
introduce the late-term abortion 
plank as a hostile amendment to 
a medical-records bill.

Pro-lifers knew they had to 
hold all the Republicans and pick 
up two Democrat votes to block 
the measure. And they thought 
they had those votes, between 
longtime social conservative Sen. 
Ruben Diaz, D-Bronx, and a new-
comer, Sen. Simcha Felder, D-
Brooklyn, an Orthodox Jew.

But as the hours ticked by that 
day, it was clear that something 
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“The bill’s supporters 
said they wanted 
to assure women’s 
health, but if this was 
about health, shouldn’t 
they be tightening 
regulations, not 
loosening them?”
Stephen Hayford, New Yorkers
for Constitutional Freedoms



was wrong. The session was sup-
posed to start in the morning, 
but it didn’t. Nor did it by mid-
afternoon. Pro-lifers thought the 
Democrats were stalling.

Then they found out.
It turned out that Democrats 

were waiting for Felder to leave 
early, as he always did on Fridays 
so he could be home in Brooklyn 
before sunset—the start of Shab-
bat, the Jewish Sabbath, a prac-
tice strictly observed by Orthodox 
Jews. 

Sunset was to come at 8:12 
that day, and Albany was three 
hours from Brooklyn. If Felder 
left, the vote on whether the abor-
tion amendment was germane to 
the bill looked like it would be a 

31-31 tie. In that scenario, Demo-
cratic Lt. Gov. Robert Duffy was 
expected to cast a tiebreaking vote 
for the abortion-expansion bill.

Down to the Wire
Facing this conflict, Felder did 

something he’s done before: He 
consulted with a rabbi. “I was told 
that because abortion is a matter 

of life and death, I was compelled 
to stay to cast a vote,” Felder told 
the New York Post.

At 4:15, Felder told another 
Democrat he would be staying 
in Albany to vote. Fifteen min-
utes later—and six hours after 
the session had been scheduled to 
begin—all the Democrats had ar-
rived and, resigned to the result, 
went forward with the vote. 

The abortion amendment 
went down in defeat, 32-31, at 
4:50 p.m. 

By 5:20, Felder was on the way 
to Brooklyn—chauffeured with 
help from the Republicans. He 
made it home 10 minutes before 
sunset.

Pro-lifers breathed a big, collec-

tive sigh of relief.
“We were always on the edge 

of our seats,” McGuire said. “We 
knew it would be close. But this 
had raised the suspense to another 
level.

“This victory was a reminder 
that while believers must do what 
we can to protect innocent life, the 
battle is always in the hands of the 

Lord. He intervened on our be-
half and answered our prayers in a 
powerful way on that day.”

With the victory won, McGuire 
said pro-lifers elsewhere can learn 
from the New York experience.

“We learned some things that 
groups in other states should take 
to heart,” he said. “We learned what 
you can achieve when you work to-
gether. We learned the importance 
of being very disciplined in your 
messaging—knowing what to say 
and saying it repeatedly.”

And, Gallagher added, say-
ing it in simple, day-to-day 
conversations.

“For all the things we did in our 
statewide campaign, one of my fa-
vorite victories came from talking 
with my neighbor,” she said. 

The upshot: Gallagher told her 
neighbor about the abortion bill, 
who in turn told a friend who was 
in a professional women’s service 
club, Zonta International. When 
a representative of the gover-
nor came to the group’s Albany 
chapter seeking support for the 
Women’s Equality Act, this wom-
an began challenging him on the 
abortion plank. Other members 
started doing the same, and they 
ended up voting not to support 
the WEA.

“That made me feel so good,” 
Gallagher said. “It really shows the 
power of one-on-one conversa-
tions. So many times people say, 
‘What can I do? I’m just one per-
son.’ Well, this is what you can do. 
You can talk to people. It adds up.”

The lessons learned will be put 
to use again in New York, Mc-
Guire said.

“We expect the governor will 
bring back this proposal, trying 
to reframe the issue as part of a 
‘war on women,’ ” he said. “But we 
have to just keep putting forth the 
same question we’ve had all along: 
‘Can’t we love them both?’ 

“Because we can love them 
both.”    

we Can loVe them all: Pro-life parents in Albany provide a visual reminder of what’s at stake 
in the abortion debate.
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