Overview

The 2026 Legislative Session begins on the heels of major political shakeups in 2025. In New
York City, Democratic Socialist Zohran Mamdani defeated the establishment-favored candidate,
Andrew Cuomo, to be elected mayor. The New York State GOP's rising star— United States
House Rep. Elise Stefanik— announced she would abandon a race for governor, instead planning
to leave the House, paving the way for Nassau County Executive Bruce Blakeman to run against
Governor Kathy Hochul in the general election (Hochul, of course, also faces at least one
primary challenger: Lt. Governor Antonio Delgado). A flurry of retirements from Congress will
also see seats long held by NY powerhouses embroiled in heated primaries.

In the wake of New York's quickly shifting political landscape, expect both Governor Hochul
and the Legislature to walk a tightrope in 2026, which could make for plenty of fireworks
throughout the budget process and legislative session: bringing progressive issues to the forefront
while also forcing decision-makers to focus on the things General Election voters care about,
including affordability, housing, reliable energy, and infrastructure. As New York enters an
election year, there is pressure for both parties to deliver wins for voters, but the question
remains: what can and should those wins look like in the wake of overwhelming political
changes. New York City voters overwhelmingly supported Mamdani's agenda, which centered
on affordability and called for higher taxes on New York’s wealthiest individuals and
corporations. The result? A new left leaning coalition of voters emerged, forming in some
neighborhoods that supported Trump in 2024 and shifted their backing to Mamdani. Other New
York Democrats want in on this new base of support but will need to navigate how to translate
Mamdani's wins into their own.

Although Hochul, the Legislature, and Mamdani may play nice in public, there are clear
differences in how far Hochul will go to reach this new base. She is also very focused on
avoiding alienating the business community and those who pay the taxes that balance New
York’s budget—many of whom are also major political supporters. Hochul has already ruled out
raising income taxes on New York's highest earners, a measure Mamdani is banking on to
support his affordability agenda, despite |Assembly Speaker Carl Heastie supporting the measure‘.
However, the Governor and Legislature will need to find ways to help deliver on the

overwhelmingly popular affordability messaging that became a focal point of the New York City
race and captured the attention of the rest of the State (and continues to play well in elections
across the country). We expect all leaders to continue to focus on the same successful messaging
out of New York City, but primarily focusing on easier areas of compromise, like universal child
care and protecting New Yorkers from President Donald Trump's immigration agenda.
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As Hochul and the Legislature walk this tightrope, they will also need to navigate how to deliver
fiscal wins in the face of deep cuts from the Trump administration and the “Big Beautiful Bill.”
In past election years, the budget has offered both parties an opportunity to provide fiscal wins
for voters across the State, but that precedent may be at risk due to those federal cuts. The
Department of Budget recently estimated that federal cuts will cost New York about $800
million this year and over $4 billion by 2029. With those numbers, the pressure is on to pinch

pennies without voters feeling the pinch.
Key Transitions and Races

All Eves on Mayor Zohran Mamdani

Much of the 2025 news cycle was dominated by a wave of mayoral elections that exposed the
fractures within the Democratic Party. Mayor Zohran Mamdani was just sworn into office and
the pressure is on to see how he can deliver the ambitious promises he made during his
campaign.

We will be watching to see if Mamdani can successfully leverage his political prowess with the
State Legislature to support his initiatives for free buses and universal childcare—both of which
will need the backing and funding from lawmakers in Albany. Affordable housing was also a
huge cornerstone of his campaign, and Mamdani even spent the first public event after his
inauguration at a tenant rent strike rally and announced an Executive Order to create a Mayor’s
Office to Protect Tenants. His housing agenda includes building 200,000 affordable units and
proposals such as rent freezes for rent-regulated households—all of which will be massive

undertakings and will require the new mayor to balance competing agendas from stakeholders
across the city.

Mamdani's plans to fund the signature programs at the core of his affordability agenda include
raising the city's 3.88% top income tax rate by a record two percentage points—four times the
size of mayoral candidate Bill de Blasio's proposed increase during his first campaign. Any such

tax increase, however, would require approval from lawmakers and Hochul in Albany. Since the
Democratic Socialist won the Democratic Primary, Hochul has reaffirmed her identity as a
"staunch capitalist" and moved to shut down the prospect of personal income tax hikes. Still, tax
increases on the highest earners continue to poll well among voters, as Speaker Carl Heastie

pointed out.

Against that backdrop, Hochul has left the door open to potential corporate tax rate increases, as
reports emerged that the Executive Chamber was exploring revenue options amid looming

federal cuts. With Mamdani having faced lots of criticism during the campaign for advancing an
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overambitious agenda in what is a big machine bureaucracy, pressure is now mounting on
Albany to deliver assistance to New York City Hall.

Mamdani will also need to contend with Council Member Julie Menin in her role as the new
Speaker of the City Council. Menin will be a critical partner (or possible check) on Mamdani's
agenda, especially around budget priorities and legislative strategy. The new Speaker has already
emphasized proactive leadership on affordability, including exploring new ideas on expanding
childcare, but is generally viewed as much more moderate than the Democratic Socialist Mayor.

Additionally, both the new Mayor and Speaker will need to contend with New York City's fiscal
realities while trying to find relief for residents. NYS Comptroller Tom DiNapoli recently
reported that New York City's budget gaps may reach as high as $10 billion in FY 2027 and

grow to $13.6 billion by FY 2029, based on risks including slowing economic growth, rising
costs, and the restructuring of the funding relationship with the federal government.

Buffalo

In Western New York, Buffalo's new Mayor and former State Senator, Sean Ryan, is facing
similar financial strains. Ryan is inheriting a city with some serious financial woes. The current
2025-26 city budget, according to Ryan's transition team, is operating with a $19 million deficit
that could increase up to more than $50 million in fiscal 2026-27.

Ryan plans to turn to Albany with a three-year fiscal plan to alleviate the city's current financial
situation. Despite the overwhelming finances to grapple with, Buffalo's new Mayor is still
looking for ways to make the city thrive, including filling in more of the city's vacant lots with

homes, while also encouraging the renovation of units that are currently uninhabitable.

The Capital District

In Albany, progressive Dorcey Applyrs was sworn in as the Capitol City's new Mayor, and the
first Black Mayor to hold the seat. As Mayor, Applyrs will have access to the $400 million New
York State allocated for downtown Albany's redevelopment. Applyrs will need to contend with

the Executive Chamber's own vision for the City, which includes a "collaborative, State-led
effort to revitalize Albany's downtown core." For a city whose last big project is considered to be
the building of Empire State Plaza (which ultimately displaced an entire neighborhood), there is
plenty of appetite for revitalization efforts, and a healthy dose of trepidation about the path to get

there.
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Syracuse

In Syracuse, Democratic Mayor Sharon Owens replaces independent Ben Walsh, who was term

limited. Owens—Syracuse's 5 5th Mayor—is the City's first Black Mayor in its 177-year history.
Owens spent the last eight years as Deputy Mayor to Walsh. Notably, Owens was not the
Onondaga County Democratic Committee's endorsed candidate; she defeated the endorsed
candidate, City Councilor Pat Hogan, and City Councilor Chol Majok in June. As Mayor, Owens
is focused on making sure that residents benefit from transformative projects underway,
including the removal of the Interstate 81 viaduct, the redevelopment of neighborhoods that were
hurt by its construction, and maximizing the long-term impacts of the Micron semiconductor
manufacturing campus planned for the northern suburbs' benefit to City of Syracuse residents.

Kathy Hochul v. Bruce Blakeman

The end of 2025 saw GOP Rep. Elise Stefanik exit the Governor's race and forgo re-election in
NY-21. The Congresswoman was once seen as a rising star in the GOP and a fervent Trump
loyalist. However, President Trump declined to enthusiastically endorse Stefanik over her
primary challenger, Nassau County Executive Bruce Blakeman, and her time in Congress began
to show strains in her relationship with both Trump and House Speaker Mike Johnson. Having
dropped out of the race, Stefanik effectively cleared the way for Blakeman—who was quickly
endorsed by Trump—to challenge Hochul.

Hochul is heading into her election year quite favorably, with a strong lead in polling against the
Blakeman and her current primary challenger, Lt. Governor Antonio Delgado. Hochul will need
to walk a fine line balancing both the demands of progressives, empowered by the new Mamdani
administration, without alienating her base of more moderate voters, especially in key pockets of
Upstate. Expect Hochul to double down on her affordability agenda, which we saw Mamdani do
with great success, but she will need to navigate potential pushback from the business
community as she entertains a corporate tax rate increase. Business Council President Heather
Mulligan has already made their position clear stating, "Business taxes increase the cost of
goods, income taxes drive out high-income earners, generating a need for a new source of

revenue: additional taxes."

We have also seen a change in tune from Hochul, who once said she was ready to work with
President Trump. Now, with a few wins against the Trump administration under her belt (and

better approval numbers), she says she is prepared to "fight like hell." This past year, Hochul
stood up to Trump after he threatened to override the federal approval for congestion pricing,
reaffirmed New York State's commitment to partnerships with Canada after tariffs greatly soured
the relationship with our Northern neighbors, and has positioned her affordability agenda for

working New York families as a direct contrast to the GOP's sweeping cuts of social security
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programs like SNAP and Medicaid. That said, Hochul has also found ways to work with the
Trump administration, most notably on energy including New York State approving permitting
for new natural gas pipelines. This will continue to be another tightrope for Hochul to navigate.

As for her opponent, Blakeman has positioned himself as one of Trump's biggest supporters in
New York State, including hosting a Trump campaign rally in 2024 and cooperating closely with
ICE. Whereas Blakeman's politics have garnered him strong support from the Long Island GOP
and in national MAGA circles—and notably a strong reelection in Nassau County in 2025—New
York is a heavily blue state that went 12+ for Harris in 2024 and Blakeman faces an uphill climb.
Especially considering Trump's approval rating in New York is 31%., with 64% of voters

disapproving. We expect much of the mudslinging between the two candidates to be indicative
of the larger national political dynamics, but right now, this is Hochul's race to lose.

As in any New York State race, we will be looking at the endorsements each candidate can shore
up. Blakeman has already fired shots at Hochul’s veto of union-backed legislation, including a
bill from the Transport Workers Union, in an effort to win over at least some of the influential
labor unions—and it might be working. TWU President John Samuelsen remarked, "I have 3,000
conductors looking to vote for Blakeman. This was a no-brainer for Hochul. It would have cost a

pittance. Hochul sided with the abundance bros and the real estate interests."

Blakeman also criticized Hochul for vetoing several bills aimed at enhancing retirement benefits
for law enforcement officers, such as allowing NYPD officers to count prior service elsewhere
toward their pensions. In her veto message, Hochul explained that lawmakers had failed to
identify funding sources for these measures. Collectively, the bills would cost New York State
and localities $183.3 million in the short term and $347.5 million over time, placing "a

substantial burden on taxpayers." We expect labor to continue to closely watch Hochul this year
to see what she can deliver. Hochul kicked off the year reminding folks of an increase to

minimum wage, as she announced on January 1st. Starting in 2027, the minimum wage will
increase annually at a rate determined by the Consumer Price Index for Urban Wage Earned and
Clerical Workers (CPI-W) for the Northeast Region.
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Congressional Primaries

The gubernatorial race is certainly not the only thing on New Yorkers' radars. A flurry of
retirements in 2025 has opened the door for heated primaries that we will be watching closely.

New York City is saying farewell to two long-time institutions in Congress, as both Rep. Jerry
Nadler (NY-12—Manhattan) and Rep. Nydia Veldzquez (NY-07—Brooklyn & Queens)
announced their retirement last year. Both Representatives have had an enormous impact in
Congress, serving their constituents for nearly three decades. However, as Democrats continue to
reflect on their 2024 losses, the question of aging electeds has become a focal point of
conversation for a party looking for fresh ideas and faces.

Manhattan

In the wake of their announcements, candidates have quickly filed in for what are shaping up to

be crowded primaries in both districts. In Manhattan's 12t Congressional District, a total of 8
people have filed for candidacy (though the number continues to change), with other front-runner

Council Member Erik Bottcher recently dropping his bid to run instead for the Manhattan State
Senate seat previously held by now-Manhattan Borough President Brad Hoylman-Sigal. Despite
the crowded field, two clear front-runners for NY-12 have begun to emerge: Assemblymembers
Micah Lasher and Alex Bores, representing the West and East sides of the district, respectively.
Assemblymember Micah Lasher—who has widely been seen as heir apparent to Rep. Nadler—is
a longtime staffer of powerful Democrats, including Rep. Nadler himself and Governor Hochul,
and has racked up endorsements from his colleagues representing the West Side.

Though many see Lasher as Rep. Nadler’s pick, Assemblymember Alex Bores has seen new
waves of support as well, garnering national attention due to his legislative successes. Bores, a
computer scientist by training, has made a name for himself by taking on Big Tech, specifically
safety measures for artificial intelligence in the absence of federal regulation. His ambitious
approach to legislation led to the passage of the nation leading Responsible Al Safety and
Education Act (RAISE), which was recently signed into law by Governor Hochul, making New
York the State with the strongest Al safety regulations. His efforts have not gone unnoticed by

Big Tech. The Leading the Future PAC announced they have $100 million in backing to oppose
candidates who want to regulate artificial intelligence, and they announced Bores as their first

target.
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Brooklyn/Queens

In the 72" Congressional District—covering parts of Brooklyn and Queens—the primary
currently has far fewer players, with current Brooklyn Borough President Antonio Reynoso the
seeming frontrunner. That said, expect more folks to jump into the race soon for the chance to
represent the district sometimes referred to as "Commie Corridor" due to the growing presence
of Democratic Socialists. Other candidates considering throwing their names into the ring
include Assemblymember Claire Valdez and New Y ork City Council Members Julie Won and
Tiffany Caban. NY-07 could be another opportunity for the Democratic Socialists of America
(DSA) to back their own candidates and continue building on their party's success—though we
expect there will not be much daylight between the DSA and progressive Democrats' policy
platforms.

Lower Manhattan, The Bronx, and Northern New York

Other primaries are also promising more opportunities for New York politicos to draw their lines
in the sand. Former NYC Comptroller and ex-mayoral candidate Brad Lander is challenging
incumbent Rep. Dan Goldman for the NY-10 seat and has already shored up support amongst the
district's progressives but also faced DSA endorsed City Council Member Alexa Avilés.

Congressman Ritchie Torres is being challenged in the Bronx's 15t Congressional District by
former Assemblymember Michael Blake and sitting Assemblymember Amanda Septimo. In the
North Country, the race to replace Rep. Elise Stefanik is heating up as well, with two Democrats
and several Republicans jumping in, including sitting Republican Assemblymembers Chris
Tague and Robert Smullen. Though NY-21 is seen as a safe Republican seat, overwhelming
Democratic campaign victories last year—including Assemblymember Michael Cashman's win
in the special election to replace Assemblymember Billy Jones—might make the North Country
worth keeping an eye on.

State Legislative Primaries

With a sweeping number of State lawmakers stepping into new offices in 2026, several
competitive primary races are expected for open seats in the NYS Assembly and Senate. In
Senate District 47, Brad Hoylman-Sigal will vacate the seat to assume the role of Manhattan
Borough President. City Council Member Erik Bottcher recently suspended his congressional
campaign for NY-12 to run for the Senate seat, signaling that Assemblymember Linda Rosenthal
was no longer interested.

When Mayor Mamdani won the New York City election, he left his Assembly District 36 open,
and New York City's DSA is hoping to fill it again with one of their own: long-time DSA
member and current communications manager for the NYS Nurses Association, Diana Moreno.
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Moreno was recruited by the DSA to run and is pitching herself as a partner to the new Mayor in
Albany, where she can help him deliver on the parts of his agenda that need Albany's backing.
However, she is not the only DSA member jumping at the opportunity to fill the seat. Rana
Abdelhamid, a Muslim community organizer and the founder of the women's self-defense

organization Malikah, also announced she will run for the seat and will seek DSA's endorsement.

New York City's Democratic Socialists are jumping on their momentum from their impressive
win in the Mayoral cycle by lining up DSA-backed challengers against incumbents across the

legislature. In SD-13, sitting Assemblymember Jessica Gonzalez-Rojas is challenging Senator
Jessica Ramos, following Ramos's decision to align herself with ex-Governor Andrew Cuomo in
the mayoral primary—a move that drew criticism from progressive groups. In her current seat,
AD-34, Assemblymember Gonzalez-Rojas's former Chief of Staff, Brian Romero, is running to

fill the vacancy and has strong support but is facing Palestinian community organizer Aber
Kawas who has been endorsed by DSA. In AD-56, Assemblymember Stefani Zinerman will face
a primary challenge from DSA-endorsed Eon Huntley in a race to represent Bed-Stuy and Crown
Heights. In the Bronx, the DSA has also endorsed Jonathan Soto to challenge longtime
incumbent and Education Committee Chair, Assemblymember Michael Benedetto.

New York State Democratic Party

Few organizations were more impacted by Mamdani's historic victory than the New York State
Democratic Party. With the State Democratic Convention approaching in February, Hochul will
have plenty of tricky dynamics to juggle between party factions that have become even more
clannish in the wake of Trump’s 2024 victory and Mamdani's historic win.

Once seen as fringe members of the left, the Democratic Socialists have made serious inroads in
New York, with no sign of slowing down. During the midterm cycle of Trump's first presidency,
DSA experienced a big boost by electing Congresswoman Ocasio-Cortez and a surge in
membership. We expect to see similar growth for the party following Mamdani's 2025 win, and

in response to frustrations with a "weak" and "ineffective" Democratic Party— which has yet to
rally a real defense against President Trump and his GOP allies. A similar upswing in energy and

enrollment—that manifested in real electoral victories including Zohran Mamdani’s—was seen
during Trump’s first term.

Not all establishment Democrats are rolling out the welcome banner for the DSA. Long Island
Congressman Tom Suozzi has warned against Democrats leaning too far into socialist messaging
and has distanced himself from the new Mayor, despite acknowledging the success of his

messaging. Fellow Long Island Representative Laura Gillen has also been vocal in her critique
of Mamdani, stating that "socialist Zohran Mamdani is too extreme to lead New York City."
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Notably, both Suozzi and Gillen are in swing districts on Long Island and fear how their party’s
counterparts in New York City might impact voters’ perspective of Democratic messaging as a
whole at the ballot box.

NY Democratic State Party Chair Jay Jacobs also declined to endorse Mamdani after he won the
Democratic Primary. His decision to not endorse Mamdani clashed with Hochul’s endorsement,
leading to outrage from some in his own party. However, practically at least, Hochul is the only
person who can remove or replace Jacobs as Chair, and he has been a longtime ally. Members of
the left wing called for Jacobs’s firing after the party underperformed in 2022 (including Zohran
Mamdani when he was an Assemblymember), but there has been little public indication from top
Democratic lawmakers that Jacobs is on his way out any time soon.

As we head into midterms in 2026, we expect these clashes on messaging to continue and likely

heighten and the further left wing of the party, fresh off of progressive wins across the entire
state, battle it out with their more moderate counterparts.

Trends to Watch in 2026

Overall Legislative Productivity

Bills Passed by Both Houses of the Legislature
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While intuitive, it is important to take
into account the effect that two-House

Democratic control of the New York State Legislature has continued to have on elevated
legislative activity (with the major exception remaining the COVID-limited session in 2020).
Recently, the modus operandi has been for the Houses to pass a flood of two-way negotiated
bills, subsequently sending them to the Governor for Chapter Amendment, Veto, or Signature
during the off-session months. We expect that trend to continue in 2026.
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In 2025, New York introduced over 18,000 bills, with 856 passing both houses, leading the
nation in volume, though with a low enactment rate compared to the national state average. Put
differently, even with year-to-year variation, Albany remains firmly in the "high output" era that
began with unified Democratic control.

For a long time, the alliance between former Governor Andrew Cuomo, the Senate Republicans
and Independent Democratic Conference, and the Assembly Democrats had a "moderating"
influence on what moved each year. In today's Legislature, leadership still matters, but
conferences have continued moving toward a model that tolerates (and sometimes encourages)
more member-driven stand-alone vehicles, which increases the overall universe of bills to track
through the May and June endgame.

Governor Hochul's Relationship with the Legislature

As Albany heads into 2026, Governor Hochul's relationship with the Legislature is best
understood less as "tense" or "collaborative" and more as structurally recalibrated. The early
post-Cuomo narrative of restored comity has given way to a durable equilibrium in which neither
branch dominates, and both increasingly plan for friction as a feature, not failure, of governance.
Hochul has made clear that she will not be constrained by budgetary deadlines and has not shied
away from utilizing her chapter amendment powers to advance her own agenda.

New York State's Overall Fiscal Health

Perhaps the biggest fiscal storyline heading into this year's Budget Process is the impact of the
recent cuts in the Federal One Big Beautiful Bill Act/H.R. 1, passed in July, which contained
sweeping changes in federal policy that will amount to substantial cuts for New York State over
the next several fiscal years. A study from the Fiscal Policy Institute in July painted a
particularly bleak picture, showing that the budget gap could be as high as $13 Billion.

Budget Director Blake Washington's October Call Letter reiterated those concerns, with the
Division of the Budget asking that agency budget requests for 2027 not exceed 2026, while also
asking that agencies review "the effectiveness of all agency functions, programs, and services"
and asking that "unnecessary duplication or overlaps [be] eliminated."
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There will likely be significant restructuring, especially in Medicaid and Education, in this year's
State Budget, as the State tries to control overall spending in light of increasing out-year budget

gaps.
What to Watch: Policies and Predictions for 2026

Governor Hochul's State of the State

Governor Hochul will deliver her State of the State Address on Tuesday, January 13th, at 1 PM
at The Egg. When she does, her main focus is expected to be on affordability and cost of living,
as New York grapples with elevated prices amid cooling labor markets and curtailed federal aid
for vulnerable populations. She is also expected to advance proposals on housing production and
education funding, framing those priorities within the fiscal constraints imposed by federal cuts
under H.R. 1 (also known as the Big Beautiful Bill). Doing more with less may prove to be a
defining theme of the SFY 2027 budget along with more talk of “affordability.”

Governor Hochul's Affordability Agenda

Throughout 2025, Hochul repeatedly framed affordability as her top priority, arguing that New
York's future "depends upon the ability of every family to afford the essentials of life" and
emphasizing an approach centered on targeted relief rather than broad-based tax increases. She
has pointed to her affordability agenda and inflation refund plan as proof that she is focused on
putting "more money in the pockets" of New Yorkers.
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Rebate Checks

In her 2025 State of the State, Hochul proposed a roughly $2 billion Inflation Refund that would
send checks of up to $400 to eligible filers, reaching an estimated 8.6 million taxpayers. That
plan has moved beyond proposal: as of late November 2025, more than 8.2 million checks have
been mailed out. Hochul has defended the rebate program by arguing that inflation-driven price
hikes generated excess sales tax revenue that "came out of the pockets of New Yorkers" and
should therefore be returned to them.

Child Tax Credits

The proposal was presented alongside middle-class tax relief, an expanded Child Tax Credit of
up to $1.000 per child, and continued investments in child care subsidies and paid leave, while
also being framed as part of a longer-term affordability strategy that includes accelerating

housing construction to reduce rent and mortgage pressures and lowering everyday costs such as
transit and groceries.

Child Care

A focus of Hochul's affordability push has been expanding funding for child care. This year,
Hochul celebrated major state budget investments that directed over $2.2 billion toward
expanding child care subsidies statewide, including funding to preserve child care assistance and
increase capacity in underserved communities. In December, she launched a $100 million Child
Care Capital Construction Fund aimed at creating 6,000—10,000 additional child care seats by
supporting the construction and expansion of facilities across the state. Hochul has also signaled

broader alignment with calls for universal child care access, endorsing the concept and working
with allies such as NYC Mayor-elect Zohran Mamdani on plans to expand free or low-cost care,

though she has been light on specific funding mechanisms to achieve that goal. Expect to hear
much more about this.

Environment and Climate

The Hochul administration continues to face sharp criticism from environmental advocates over
implementation of the Climate [eadership and Community Protection Act (CLCPA), including

an appeal of a court order directing the Department of Environmental Conservation to enact
emissions regulations following lawsuits alleging missed greenhouse gas targets and deadlines.
Delays in key initiatives have fueled the backlash: the "cap-and-invest" program, which would

charge polluters for exceeding emissions caps, and the All-Electric Buildings Law banning gas
hookups in most new construction, have both been paused due to concerns over consumer energy
affordability.
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Controversy has also surrounded approvals for fossil fuel projects, such as the Northeast Supply
Enhancement natural gas pipeline near New York City and a deal extending a gas-powered
Bitcoin mining facility in the Finger Lakes. Moreover, the Governor's shift to an "all-of-the-

above" energy strategy, which emphasizes nuclear power alongside renewables to prioritize grid
reliability, has drawn accusations of weakening CLCPA goals by favoring business interests over
wind and solar.

These tensions boiled over in January 2025 when three prominent environmental justice leaders
resigned from the Climate Justice Working Group, stating they could no longer serve "in good

conscience" amid what they called Hochul's "backpedaling" and neglect of disadvantaged
communities.

Extended Producer Responsibility

The Legislature will also once again grapple with Extended Producer Responsibility, an
environmental policy making manufacturers responsible for their products' end of life
management and recycling rather than consumers. Seven states—Maine, Oregon, Colorado,

California, Minnesota, Washington, and Maryland—have passed EPR frameworks, and
advocates continue to push New York to act. The Packaging Reduction and Recycling
Infrastructure Act—sponsored by Environmental Conservation Chairs Senator Pete Harckham
and Assemblymember Deborah Glick—passed the Senate at the end of session but stalled in the
Assembly at the eleventh hour. Likely, the bill will again be a major priority of environmental
advocates this session.

Gaming

Hochul, alongside key legislators, is taking a firm regulatory stance against unregulated online
gaming, including a targeted push to ban or heavily restrict prediction market platforms
operating in New York. Governor Hochul recently signed bill S5935A into law, which bans
online sweepstakes casinos in New York—a move that formalized previous cease-and-desist
efforts by Attorney General Letitia James and aligns with Hochul's "legal" and "well-regulated"
gaming stance.

State Senator and Chair of the Senate Racing, Gaming, and Wagering Committee, Joe Addabbo,
along with Assemblymember Clyde Vanel, have been vocal about the need for guardrails around
prediction markets. Addabbo has stressed that New York cannot "wait on the sidelines" to

address prediction markets, praising Vanel's "Oracle Act" (A9251) as a proactive measure and
committing to review it for a Senate co-sponsor when the 2026 session begins. Vanel's bill

would prevent platforms from offering speculative positions on political outcomes, sporting

2026 Albany Preview | O'Donnell & Associates
13


https://nysfocus.com/2025/11/07/nese-gas-pipeline-approval-hochul-trump-new-york
https://nysfocus.com/2025/11/07/nese-gas-pipeline-approval-hochul-trump-new-york
https://subscriber.politicopro.com/article/2025/01/environmental-justice-advocates-resign-slam-hochul-for-climate-justice-failure-00199781
https://subscriber.politicopro.com/article/2025/01/environmental-justice-advocates-resign-slam-hochul-for-climate-justice-failure-00199781
https://www.ncsl.org/environment-and-natural-resources/extended-producer-responsibility
https://www.ncsl.org/environment-and-natural-resources/extended-producer-responsibility
https://www.ncsl.org/environment-and-natural-resources/extended-producer-responsibility
https://elitesportsny.com/2025/12/09/gov-hochul-signs-dual-currency-sweepstakes-gaming-ban/
https://defirate.com/news/sen-addabbo-new-york-state-prediction-markets/
https://defirate.com/news/sen-addabbo-new-york-state-prediction-markets/

events, and other non-investment-related events. Chair of the New York State Gaming
Commission, Brian O'Dwyer, has called prediction markets a direct risk to New York, warning
that any licensees like DraftKings and FanDuel could face fitness reviews for unregulated
partnerships. A cease-and-desist order has already been issued against Kalshi.

Downstate Casinos

After years of anticipation, New York has finalized its downstate casino expansion. In
December, the NYS Gaming Commission voted to approve three downstate casino licenses:
Bally's Bronx at Ferry Point, Hard Rock's Metropolitan Park next to Citi Field, and Resorts
World New York City in South Ozone Park. Each bidder is required to pay a $500 million
licensing fee and pledge at least $500 million in capital investments, with licensing proceeds
benefiting the MTA.

iGaming

With the downstate question now settled, the Legislature shifts its attention to iGaming. Senator
Addabbo is leading the push to legalize online casinos offering slots, blackjack, roulette, and

craps, arguing that the State ought to regulate iGaming as New Yorkers can already access online
gaming platforms in New Jersey and Connecticut, while the illegal market continues to siphon
off additional revenue. The proposal, however, faces opposition from the Hotel Trades Council,
which contends that iGaming would cannibalize brick-and-mortar casinos.

Data Privacy

Assembly Consumer Affairs Chair Nily Rozic and Senate Internet & Technology Chair Kristen
Gonzalez will prioritize the New York Privacy Act again this session. Gonzalez picked the bill
up after longtime Senate sponsor Kevin Thomas retired in 2024. At an October Assembly
hearing co-led by Rozic and Assembly Science & Technology Chair Steve Otis, Rozic argued
that New York's piecemeal approach to tech regulation is stalling the State's ability to address the
current moment, most notably artificial intelligence, and that comprehensive data privacy

legislation is needed as a foundation to effectively tackle consumer protections across the board
in tech.

The bill has evolved significantly since its 2019 introduction, when it would have been just the
second comprehensive state privacy framework in the country and the strongest due to its private
right of action provision; it now aligns more closely with the nineteen other states that have
enacted privacy laws, with standard rights to access, control, and deletion. Small business
concerns about compliance burdens and lawsuit exposure remain a sticking point, though Rozic
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has indicated committees will consult with businesses while keeping consumers at the heart of
the legislation.

Technology & Artificial Intelligence

This year, Hochul and the Legislature will look to bolster New York's position as a leader on
Artificial Intelligence policy, while taking the opportunity to stick a finger in the eye of the
Trump Administration. In December, President Trump signed an Executive Order directing the
United States Attorney General to establish an "Al Litigation Task Force" to challenge state Al
laws. However, the order's enforceability remains uncertain and will almost certainly face court

challenges. In a mid-term election year, it provides the Governor and the Legislature an
opportunity to fight Washington.

Last year, the conversation around Al was dominated by the nation leading Responsible Al

Safety and Education (RAISE) Act, which requires developers of advanced Al models to publish
safety and risk protocols and refrain from releasing models that fail their own internal safety test.

Looking ahead to 2026, the most sweeping proposal on the table is Senator Kristen Gonzalez and
Assemblymember Michaelle Solages's New York Al Act (S1169). This bill aims to regulate
private sector use of artificial intelligence through a combined risk-based and rights-based
framework. The bill includes a controversial private right of action, which Senator Gonzalez has
positioned as essential to shifting power away from companies and toward consumers and is

something she has indicated she will fight to retain.

The Legislature will jump out of the gate with a hearing on Al on January 15M in NYC, bracing
for industry resistance amid federal preemption risks from Washington. Beyond that flagship
bill, the Legislature will likely consider a series of more targeted measures addressing specific
Al use cases, including the use of Al in mental health, financial services, and insurance
decisions.

Housing

Housing will remain Hochul's defining policy priority and a political test of execution, framed as
New York's central affordability challenge amid unreliable federal support under the Trump
administration. While the policy direction is largely set—more supply, state-driven incentives, and
pressure on localities—the politics will increasingly hinge on implementation. Uneven rollout,
local resistance, and slow unit production risk becoming political vulnerabilities, especially in
suburban and Upstate districts where housing policy is more contested. As a result, housing will
function both as a policy priority and a political pressure valve: success brings credibility and
momentum, while delays or backlash offer fertile ground for challengers in a primary year.
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Hochul continues to lean on state-driven incentives like the Pro-Housing Communities program,
which is a $100 million supply fund tied to $650 million in discretionary state aid for municipalities
that adopt pro-growth housing policies. Declaring that a "safe and affordable home is a basic
human right," she has advanced proposals aimed at leveling the playing field for individual buyers,

including a 90-day delay before institutional investors can purchase one- or two-family homes.

Response to Federal Cuts

Governor Hochul's administration faces intensified federal uncertainty in 2026, particularly around
entitlement programs like Medicaid, amid President Trump's reelection and anticipated cuts. This
will force New York into a defensive governing posture, planning for revenue gaps while publicly
positioning Albany as a backstop for vulnerable populations against unreliable Washington
support. The Governor, alongside legislative leaders, will seek to balance fiscal prudence with
visible commitments to protecting services, knowing that hospitals, counties, and social service
providers are both politically influential and operationally exposed. This tension will shape the
budget conversation, with more emphasis on reserves, targeted relief, and contingency planning,
alongside aggressive messaging that frames Albany as protecting New Yorkers from federal
retrenchment.

Regulatory Battles as Affordability Proxies

Regulatory fights, particularly around energy costs, public power debates, and emerging areas
like artificial intelligence, will take on outsized political significance next year. Utility rate cases
and clean energy transition policies will be framed less as technical regulatory matters and more
as questions of affordability, accountability, and fairness. At the same time, emerging Al
legislation will force the State to balance innovation and economic competitiveness against
growing concerns about consumer protection and workforce impacts. These debates will attract
unusual coalitions and intense lobbying, and in a primary-year climate, elected officials will be
more sensitive to how regulatory outcomes translate into household costs and public trust.

Courts and Ethics

Though New York is pushing for Big Tech to adopt more responsible safety measures, the State
is also examining how it can leverage Al to make bureaucratic systems more efficient. For
example, the State's Office of Court Administration fiscal request for SFY 2027 revealed that
officials are examining how Al could be integrated into the judicial system "to improve access to
justice through the use of virtual assistants."

Additionally, the NYS Commission on Ethics in Lobbying in Government will submit its own
legislative agenda for review by the Legislature. While the agency's legislative agenda has been
somewhat ignored by lawmakers, they are now looking to them for explicit guidance on how
sexual harassment constitutes an ethics violation. Currently, the law is broad and leaves room for
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accused state officials to dismiss claims made against them. There is currently a bill—S4197
(Gounardes)/A6201(Kelles)—that would prohibit both harassment and discrimination under the
State Code of Ethics.

Healthcare

H.R. 1's most substantial cuts are to Medicaid: it removes almost $4 billion in proposed Managed
Care Organization Tax revenue and removes $7.5 billion in Essential Plan funding. It will slash
coverage for hundreds of thousands of New Yorkers and will impact safety net healthcare
providers, including hospitals and federally qualified health centers. At the same time, Medicaid
spending in New York State has grown substantially over the past few fiscal years: New York's
$98 billion Medicaid budget currently accounts for 10% of national spending on the program,
jumping 53% between 2019 and 2024.

The State has been through two Medicaid Redesigns—in 2011 and 2020—significantly changing
how programs operated after the Federal Affordable Care Act, and again in the thick of the
pandemic. With pressures from H.R.1 increasingly driving gaps, and record spending in parallel,
healthcare decision-makers will likely have to make some sweeping changes to the operation of
the program.

Outside of H.R.1, the Trump Administration has made many changes that will substantially
impact providers throughout the State. Most notably, the Federal Department of Health and
Human Services (HHS) released a proposal to dramatically restrict access to gender affirming
care, eliminating federal reimbursement for youth gender affirming care and blocking all funding
to hospitals for youth gender affirming care. Attorney General Letitia James plans to fight it in
the courts, but decision-makers will also grapple with filling potential funding gaps across safety
net providers.

Education

The State faces an equally difficult outlook on education. President Trump signed an Executive
Order in March, unilaterally ordering the dismantling of the United States Department of
Education, which would have substantial impacts on New York State. While the United States
Education Department can only be outright dismantled through an Act of Congress, and the current
bill faces an uphill battle to enactment, we are likely to see significant cuts in the coming fiscal
years which will have substantial impacts on New York. "We're not going to be able to backfill
losses of this scale: $5 billion. So the children are going to suffer," Governor Hochul said in

response to Trump’s Executive Order in March.

At the same time, the Board of Regents is proposing an aggressive approach to educational equity
in State Fiscal Year 2026-27. The Regents' recent State Aid proposal calls for a $1.1 billion
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increase in State Aid for the current fiscal year to continue the implementation of the Regents and
Education Commissioner Betty Rosa's NY Inspires Plan.

Some of the key highlights include:

e $996.8 million increase in Foundation Aid, a $283.3 million increase over current law
projections of $713.5 million. This increase would enhance funding for districts serving
English Language Learners and provide new funding to support essential services for
students experiencing homelessness, as well as a minimum increase to maintain existing
levels of educational services.

e $30.1 million increase for formula enhancements that would allow nearly 1,500 new
students in high-need districts to enroll in prekindergarten and enhance funding for
CTE.
$96.9 million increase in reimbursement-based Aid under current law projections.
Universal Pre-Kindergarten: $20 million to expand access to high-quality early
learning opportunities to nearly 1,500 students in districts based on need and capacity.

New York City Transportation

While free buses have been championed by newly elected NYC Mayor Zohran Mamdani as part
of his "fast and free" transit platform, Governor Hochul has stopped short of endorsing a system-
wide fare-free rollout, saying she is "not ready to move forward" with eliminating bus fares.
During a November press event, Hochul said she "cannot set forth a plan right now that takes

money out of a system that relies on the fares of the buses and the subways," but added that New
York should explore ways to make transit more affordable for those who need it most, and
indicated ongoing conversations with the mayor-elect's team about possible pathways forward.

Statewide Transportation

Upstate transit authorities will be seeking a 15% year over year increase from 2025 for State Mass
Transit Operating Assistance to bolster their operations throughout the State, especially in Buffalo,
Rochester, Syracuse, and Albany. Furthermore, in Upstate Transit Authorities are seeking
dedicated revenues: this year, they are pushing a $25 DMV Registration Fee—mirroring one
currently in effect in the MTA service area—that would be dedicated to Upstate Transit Authorities
to help cover growing operating expenses.
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Legislation We Expect to Be Revisited

Prison Reform

e Following Hochul's signing of the most substantial prison oversight package in years,

legislators have made clear that prison reform remains unfinished business heading into
2026. Senate Crime Victims, Crime and Corrections Chair Julia Salazar and Assembly
Corrections Chair Erik Dilan are likely to revisit parole and sentencing reforms, further
limits on correction officer misconduct, expanded body-camera and surveillance
requirements, and changes to solitary confinement standards in light of the ongoing
review of the HALT Act.

Opioids

e An active bill sponsored by Assemblymember Yudelka Tapia and Senator Nathalia
Fernandez with a large bipartisan cosponsor list—A1248B/S7668 A—would tighten
controls on the sale of xylazine by restricting large-quantity sales and imposing new age
and documentation requirements on distributors.

e Signed into law in late September and sponsored by Senator Fernandez and
Assemblymember Michaelle Solages, S6757/A8459 reallocates opioid settlement funds
to expand treatment and prevention programs statewide. We expect implementation
tweaks in 2026 amid concerns from some local governments over allocation formulas.

e The Overdose Prevention and Recovery Act passed the Senate in June 2025 by a wide
52—1 margin before stalling in the Assembly Health Committee. The bill would require at
least 20% of opioid stewardship funds to be directed toward recovery-focused services,
and garnered attention for its emphasis on long-term recovery, positioning it for renewed
consideration in 2026 if Assembly inaction continues.

LGBTQ Rights

e The Freedom to Read Act, sponsored by Assemblymember Tony Simone and Senator
Rachel May, advanced through committees in 2025 but was ultimately vetoed by
Governor Hochul. Advocates, including the NYC Bar Association, have signaled interest

in returning with amendments or compliance-focused guardrails to protect the
development of "collections that provide students with access to the widest array of

developmentally appropriate materials available."

e Updates to the Dignity for All Students Act (A7687/S5025) are expected to reemerge
after advancing in committee last year but falling short of floor action. Sponsored by
Assemblymember Carrie Woerner and Senator Robert Jackson, the legislation would
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strengthen anti-bullying and suicide-prevention training requirements while reinforcing
protections for LGBTQ students in school settings.

e Longtime Senate Judiciary Chair Brad Hoylman-Sigal used his farewell reflections to
emphasize the Legislature's role in safeguarding LGBTQ youth and signaled continued

focus on incremental, school-based protections in 2026.

Higher Education

e Tuition Assistance Program (TAP) expansions are expected to return to the forefront in
2026 as lawmakers continue to focus on affordability. Legislation such as A508/S3779,
sponsored by Assemblymember Khaleel Anderson and Senator Andrew Gounardes,
would extend TAP eligibility from four to six years and passed the Senate in 2025.

Ticketing & Major Events

e Last session Senator James Skoufis and Assemblymember Ron Kim introduced
A6262/S276, known as the Ticket Resale Bill. The legislation is intended to crack down
on ticket purchasing platforms, including imposing civil penalties for using
ticket-purchasing software (“bots”) and adds enhanced penalties for second offenses and
for entities that know of bot use and fail to report it to the attorney general. However,
many critics of the bill disagree with the broadness of the bill, which included resale price
caps that would have increased opportunities for fraud and further limited consumer
choice. The existing regulation of tickets was extended last session until June 30, 2026
and will need to be revisited this year as New York’s ticketing rules are set to expire if no
legislation passes.

Bottle Bill

e Standalone Bottle Bill modernization proposals—focused on expanding covered
beverage containers, increasing the five-cent deposit, and raising long-stagnant handling
fees for redemption centers—gained late-session momentum in 2025 but ultimately
stalled amid opposition from distributors and retailers. With redemption center closures
accelerating and advocates pointing to modernization as a revenue-positive, budget-

aligned reform, lawmakers are expected to revisit narrower Bottle Bill updates in 2026,
particularly as a possible alternative to broader EPR legislation.

2026 Albany Preview | O'Donnell & Associates
20


https://gaycitynews.com/hoylman-sigal-lgbtq-rights-state-senate-farewell/
https://gaycitynews.com/hoylman-sigal-lgbtq-rights-state-senate-farewell/
https://cbs6albany.com/news/local/300-groups-urge-gov-hochul-to-modernize-new-yorks-bottle-bill-100-million-department-of-environmental-conservation-solid-waste-management-plan-senate-bill-s5684-cbs6-wrgb
https://cbs6albany.com/news/local/300-groups-urge-gov-hochul-to-modernize-new-yorks-bottle-bill-100-million-department-of-environmental-conservation-solid-waste-management-plan-senate-bill-s5684-cbs6-wrgb
https://cbs6albany.com/news/local/300-groups-urge-gov-hochul-to-modernize-new-yorks-bottle-bill-100-million-department-of-environmental-conservation-solid-waste-management-plan-senate-bill-s5684-cbs6-wrgb

Immigration & ICE Protections

e The New York for All Act (A3506/S2235), sponsored by Assemblymember Karines
Reyes and Senator Andrew Gounardes would prevent state/local agencies from assisting
ICE, and limit ICE access to state buildings. The legislation also prohibits the
reallocation of local police resources for ICE related activity. Last year, 5 counties public
safety departments signed into agreements with ICE, which the bill sponsors argue could
take away police resources from local communities by shifting their focus. The bill has
wide support from immigration activists, and notably has been around since 2020, but has
gained renewed traction in the legislature under the second Trump Administration.

e Mandating End of Lawless Tactics Act (A.8908/S.8462), sponsored by Assemblymember
Tony Simone and Senator Pat Fahy, would prohibit immigration law enforcement
officers from wearing any mask or personal disguise while interacting with the public in
the performance of their duties. The legislation came from concerns about masked ICE
officers, who were unidentifiable to the public. Attorney General James, joined by 20
attorneys general from across the country, wrote a joint letter to express concern about
masked immigration enforcement officers, expressing that “It is deeply disturbing that, in
the United States of America, masked agents can pull people off the streets without ever
identifying themselves as law enforcement.” Notably, Republican Gubernatorial
candidate Bruce Blakeman signed an executive order permitting local law enforcement,
including those deputized to assist ICE raids, to conceal their identities during “approved
operations” such as immigration enforcement in Nassau County.
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