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Parliamentary Hints and Tidbits

September 30, 2011

Prepare agenda in advance & review what you need to know as the presiding officer.

Your preparation will help ensure a smooth meeting, which equals happy members!

Appoint a Reading Committee to review the minutes of the previous meeting.

 Most corrections will be identified on review.  Catch typos!
No motion is required to approve the minutes.  
The presiding officer asks:  Are there any corrections to the minutes?

Minutes are adopted as presented, corrected, etc.  If there are corrections, the secretary notes those & initials.   Minutes may be corrected at any time following the meeting, with the date of correction noted.

Reports - Find out before the meeting who has reports to give and only call on those people.  Reports from committees do not require a motion for approval.  Be sure to express thanks for the chairman’s report!  If a committee brings an action item/motion to the larger group, it does not require a second.
Unfinished Business (don’t use term “Old Business”) There may not be any!

Items on agenda & not completed at the last meeting.  Items postponed from the last meeting.

New Business 

Any new item of business can be introduced when no other question is pending.

Voting If your bylaws state that you may vote by electronic means, then ratify any action at the next in person meeting.  

Minutes As the official, legal public record of the proceedings, the minutes should reflect what was done in the meeting, not what was said by the members.  Minutes should NEVER reflect the recorder’s opinion, favorable or otherwise, on anything said or done.

Secretary signs the minutes.  Respectfully Submitted is no longer used.
After final approval, the word “Approved” with the secretary’s initials and date should be written below her name.

Updated / Different format for minutes
Some groups are using a chart form, rather than narrative, in order to clearly see the work of the group.  This format may make it easier to track progress.

 For example:

	Agenda Item
	Brief Summary of Discussion
	Motion or Decision/Action
	Decision/Action and responsible persons
	Target Date for Completion


Most common mistakes made by the presiding officer:

· Failure to assure that a motion is clearly worded before stating it to the assembly

· Taking unnecessary votes on noncontroversial matters instead of using general consent

· Cutting off discussion arbitrarily instead of permitting the assembly to decide when debate should end

· Refusing to permit the making of a motion with which the chair disagrees

· Failure to remain impartial (or to relinquish the chair) when a controversial matter is being discussed

· Failure to stifle promptly out-f-order remarks, such as non-germane discussion or derogatory comments about another member

· Allowing discussion to become too informal, bypassing the chair, thereby causing the chair to lose control

· Failure to call for a final vote on a motion after it has been amended

· Failure to restate each motion carefully before taking a vote, so that every member understands what is being voted on

· Failure to confirm, after a vote, what has been decided, so that the secretary and the assembly understand clearly what was done.

The most common mistake of presiding officers is trying to “play it by ear”—conducting a meeting without a thorough understanding of parliamentary procedure!  

The most common mistakes made by members of an assembly:

· Failure to obtain recognition before speaking

· Failure to limit one’s remarks to the immediately pending question

· Arguing at a personal level, attacking opponents for their past actions or comments, instead of limiting discussion to the subject itself’

· Failure to ask questions when uncertain about what is going on.

· Failure to raise a point of order when the presiding officer infringers on the rights of members, as, for example, when discussion is arbitrarily cut off by the chair

· Nitpicking insistence on trivial parliamentary technicalities when prevent an assembly from focusing its attention on the substances of what is being discussed.

The most common errors secretaries make in keeping minutes are:

· Failure to record legally significant facts, such as the name of the organization the date of the meeting (including the year), the presence of a quorum, the name of the person presiding, and the name of the person serving as secretary.

· Failure to record motions that were defeated.

· Failure to record votes that should be recorded

· Failure to record motions adopted by general consent

· Failure to record (in minutes of boards & committees) the names of those present

· Failure to record previous notice of matters to be brought up at the next meeting

· Failure to record important points of order

· Failure to record appeals from decisions of the chair and action taken on them

· Recording detailed description of the program and entertainment

· Recording in a manner that reflects the opinions of the secretary

· Recording comments made in debate

· Recording the name of the person who seconded a motion

· Recording motions that were withdrawn before they were stated by the chair

· Recording a detailed account of all procedural motions

· Failure to record the time of adjournment

· Failure to sign the minutes of each meeting

· Failure to initial corrections

What is General Consent?

General consent is a way of saving time by avoiding votes on routine or noncontroversial matters.  It can be used only when there is unanimous agreement. When used, the chair always must ask whether there is any objection; if there is, a formal vote must be taken.

The magic phrase:   “If there is no objection…” can be used by the chair to allow the assembly to make a decision.  If any member objects general consent does not exist and then, it becomes necessary to submit the question to the assembly for a vote.

What if a quorum is not present for a meeting?

To legally transact business, a quorum must be present.  If a quorum is not present, it may be possible to take action to obtain a quorum. (Call someone to listen.)  In the absence of a quorum, members may remain for informal discussion, or to hear reports of officers or committees (but not take action on those reports), and to hear the speaker scheduled for their program.

Sometimes an emergency requires that some action be taken despite the absence of a quorum.  This is risky!  Emergency actions taken in absence of a quorum should be ratified later at a properly constituted meeting, in order to remove any doubt as to their validity.

Resources:  www.parliamentians.org
The Standard Code of Parliamentary Procedure – Alice Sturgis
American Institute of Parliamentarians

