PARLIAMENTARY PROCEDURE

Introduction:
For all practical purposes “parliamentary procedure” and Robert’s Rules of Order” are one and the same.  Their application varies somewhat between groups, e.g., U.S. Congress, state legislatures, organizations such as Lions clubs, etc.

This handout intends to discuss a few of the less technical applications of parliamentary procedure.  We suggest you as a leader, or your club, consider the purchase of a manual which uses common sense in explaining and applying parliamentary procedures to group action.  Two such publications are: O.Garfield Jones, “Parliamentary Procedure at a Glance” (Penguin Books 1971) or C.Alan Jennings, “Robert’s Rules for Dummies” (Wiley Publishing Inc. 2005).

Either of these books would be a valuable asset to any leader or club parliamentarian in avoiding mistakes, which may cause hard feelings or conflict in your club.

A basic knowledge of parliamentary procedure when combined with the use of an agenda at club meetings, will aid greatly in keeping order, keeping on time and assisting your club secretary in taking notes, preparing minutes, etc.  It will aid your members in knowing how to deliberate and to take group action.  Such knowledge also will help you as a group leader to inspire others in effective group discussion.

Main Motion:
A main motion is also called the main “question”.  Commonly, a member may begin the motion by saying, “I make a motion that…” or more simply, “I move that…”

A main motion is usually one, which directly affects the business or major activities of the club.  For example, “I move that we have a supper-dance on Friday Oct. 15 at 7:00 pm”.

Main motions are always debatable, i.e., open for discussion, once they have been seconded.  If another member does not second them, the motion “fails for lack of a second” and no discussion should take place on the topic.  A person making a motion should not interrupt another person who already has the floor, but should wait to be recognized by the chair.  There can be only one main motion on the floor at any one time.  The motion must be disposed of before a new main motion can be introduced.

Only a simple majority is required for passage or failure of a main motion.

A helpful practice is to ask members to write their motions in advance as they will be presenting them so the secretary can record the motion exactly as it was made.

BUT, before voting on the main motion a number of other motions may be made which affect the main motion.

A) Motion to Adjourn:

Normally the motion to adjourn occurs at the end of all business when the agenda is finished.  However, a motion to adjourn can occur at any time, and has precedence over all other motions.  Suppose a lot of discussion has been going on and it is so late that members have started leaving, a motion to adjourn is a “privileged” motion which must still be seconded, but then must be voted on immediately.  There should be no debate or discussion on a motion to adjourn even though a main motion is still on the floor.  If the motion to adjourn passes (a simple majority is needed) the meeting is ended immediately.  If the motion fails, consideration of the main motion may continue.

B) To Rise to a Point of Order:

Any member may ask for the floor to raise a point of order, i.e. to ask for information.  For example, a member may ask, “Point of order, isn’t there a home football game at the high school on Oct. 15 that would prevent a lot of our members and the public from attending”.

Another example would be if a member rises to a point of order because there is too much noise in the room and they cannot hear the discussion.

C) To Table the Main Motion:

Suppose that the main motion to hold the supper-dance generates some very heated debate.  If it is obvious the issue may cause some members to leave the club, or cause some members to become bitter enemies, a motion to table the main motion would be in order.  Thus the members could have until the next meeting to consider the main motion and more discussion and a vote would take place at the next meeting.

A motion to table requires a second, but is not debatable.  It should not be discussed.  To pass, the motion needs a simple majority vote.

D) To Amend the Main Motion: 

This is a very common motion.  For example, Lion Ralph, after learning that the high school does indeed have a home football game on Oct 15, says, “I move that we amend the motion for a supper-dance by substituting Saturday Oct 16 for Friday Oct 15”.

Such an amendment requires a second, can be discussed, and requires a simple majority vote for passage.  If the amendment vote passes, the original motion as amended then becomes the new main motion and is considered as it has been amended.

Discussion on an amendment to the main motion should concentrate on only the merits of the amendment, not the main motion.

Believe it or not, an amendment can be made to an amendment.  An example would be that as the discussion is taking place on the merits of the amendment to move the supper-dance from Friday to Saturday, Lion Mary could make a motion, “I move that we amend the amendment to change the time for the supper-dance from 7:00 pm to 6:00 pm.”  If it is seconded, discussion would now center on the time amendment only.  The time amendment must then be voted on and approved or rejected before the switch of days is voted on.  

As an option, changing the time for the supper-dance could also be made as a separate amendment to the main motion after the switch of days amendment has been voted on.
This process is sometimes referred to as “perfecting a main motion” and although it may seem archaic and cumbersome, it will help everyone (especially the secretary) keep track of what the main motion really is when the time comes to vote on it. 

An amendment cannot be made after the main motion has been voted on.

Being out of Order:

A President sometimes has the unpleasant job of declaring a motion, another person, or remarks “out of order”

Examples:

1) Someone attempts to place a second main motion on the floor when the first main motion is still pending, or attempts to debate a motion to table the main motion.

2) A person may be out of order when trying to make a speech without first being recognized by the chair or interrupting another speaker.
3) Remarks that are profane, insulting, or offensive to the membership should be “out of order”
The president has the obligation to explain why the motion, person, or remarks are out of order, and to direct attention to what is in order, e.g., “is there any further discussion on the motion being considered”.

Unanimous Consent:

In lieu of amending a motion the chair may ask for unanimous consent to make minor changes in a motion.  For example, Lion Paul may say during discussion, “I am in favor of the dance, but shouldn’t we call it a dinner-dance instead of a supper-dance?  A dinner-dance is the more customary wording”.

Rather than amend the main motion for a supper-dance, the president can ask the Lion who made the original main motion if he/she agrees to substitute the word “dinner” for “supper”.  If the change is acceptable, the chair says, “if there are no objections, the motion is changed to indicate a dinner-dance.”  If even one member objects, you do not have unanimous consent.

Voting:

When voting on motions the most common method of voting is a simple voice vote.  When the discussion on the motion (if discussion is allowed) has ended, the president should restate the motion to be voted on, and then ask, “all those in favor say ‘Aye”, then “all those opposed say ‘No”.

If the president feels there is not a clear majority, or if a member requests it, a vote should be retaken and ask for a show of hands or a “rising vote” to determine if the ‘Ayes or the ‘No’s have the majority.  If you still cannot discern a majority, a counted vote of hands should be done.

A common misconception is that the president votes to break a tie vote.  In reality, a tie vote by the membership means that the majority is not in favor of the motion, and therefore it fails.  However, the president does have the right to vote and as the presiding officer properly casts his vote only after the results are known and IF he/she desires that his/her vote should affect the outcome.  To maintain your impartiality while presiding, it is advised that you do not decide tie votes.  If you do, you are taking the opposite viewpoint of half the voting members of your club. 
Courtesy Motions:

In rare cases a vote may be merely an act of courtesy, and the negative vote should not be called for.  

For example, “It has been moved and seconded that we give a standing vote of thanks to the speaker for the marvelous program we had tonight.  All in favor say “Aye”.  Period.  A No vote should not be called for.

Approving Meeting Minutes:

A motion does not have to be made, seconded, and voted on to approve the past meeting minutes when they are read.  

The president can simply ask, “are there any corrections to the minutes as they have been read?”  If there are corrections they should be noted in the official minutes the secretary just read.  If there are no more corrections, the president can then state, “If there are no further corrections (pause) the minutes are approved as read”.

There you are, done, move on to the next order of business.  And you thought parliamentary procedure slowed up a meeting!

Summary:

We have presented a short version of the most common motions and procedures which a club will experience.  We recognize that this discussion omits many other aspects of parliamentary procedure such as the question of privilege, appeals, suspending rules, objections to consideration, how to close debates, how to postpone indefinitely, etc.  Also we have not discussed the precedence of motions.  Skilled parliamentarians can tie a meeting in knots if they desire.  We suggest you seek the most skilled in your club to be your assistant as club parliamentarian.  Above all, get yourself one of the reference guides mentioned earlier and read through it. 
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