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TT he ideas in this article are based on Robert’s Rules of Order
 Newly Revised (2000) and the writer’s own book, “The
 Complete Handbook of Business Meetings.”

Are your council or committee meetings too long?  Do you achieve
little and agonize a lot?  Does your meeting chair often lose control? 
Conversely, does he or she try to maintain too much control?  Is time
wasted arguing about seemingly unimportant procedural questions?

If you answered any of the above questions in the affirmative, you are
in good company.  Most meetings can be improved.  People are often
neglected to leadership positions for a variety of reasons, which may
not necessarily include being effective presiding officers.

Can presiding skills be acquired?  Can one finally make sense of
those frustrating rules of Parliamentary Procedure?  Of course.  This
article offers the answers to a few typical questions.  

Robert’s Rules
Made Practical

by Eli Mina

WHAT IS PARLIAMENTARY
PROCEDURE?

Parliamentary Procedure is the
combination of rules and customs
that govern the conduct of business
in a deliberative assembly.  These
rules originated in the English
Parliament, and were modified to
suit the needs of non-legislative
assemblies.

Robert’s Rules of Order Newly
Revised (RONR, 2000 edition) is the
Parliamentary manual adopted by
over 75% of such assemblies, which
include many municipal councils
and boards.  Although RONR is
often identified as “parliamentary
procedure,” it should be noted that
there are books on this topic.

WHAT IS THE PURPOSE OF
PARLIAMENTARY PROCEDURE?

The purpose of Parliamentary
Procedure is to help ensure that
meetings are run efficiently and
according to simple democratic
principles.  In the words from
RONR:

The application of parliamentary
law is the best method yet
devised to enable assemblies of
any size, with due regard to every
member’s opinion, to arrive at the
general will on a maximum
number of questions of varying
complexity in a minimum time and
under all kinds of internal climate

ranging from total harmony to
hardened or impassioned
division of opinion.

Generally, the purpose of rules of
order is to facilitate progress, while
protecting fundamental rights, that
is:

   • The right of the majority to rule

   • The right of the minority to be
heard

Rules of order should not be used
mechanically.  There are several
fundamental principles that the
rules are intended to uphold.  Here
are a few such principles:

Clarity – Members deserve to know
the precise wording of the motions
they are voting on.  They should
also insist on clarity of the proce-
dure, especially when things get
confusing.

Efficiency – Meetings are costly.  (It
would be interesting to do a cost-
benefit analysis on one of your
Council meetings.)  Therefore, time
should be well used.  It is clearly a
waste when 90% of the time is
spent on things that don’t make a
difference, like futile arguments on

procedural minutiae.  Council
should be focusing on the business
of the municipality. 

Order and Decorum – The meeting
should be orderly, with only one
person speaking at a time, and with
interruptions kept to a minimum. 
The discussions should be civilized
and respectful: Hard on the issues,
but soft on the people.  A phrase for
the mayor to consider is:  “Could we
please keep our comments to the
issues?” or “Can we please change
the tone of this discussion?”

Fairness and Inclusion – Each
member should have the same
opportunity to speak and influence
Council’s decisions.  Yet in many
meetings 90% of the time is con-
sumed by 10% of the people.  A
phrase to consider is:  “Council-
member _________, you want to
speak a second time.  Let me check
if there is anyone who wants to
speak for the first time.”

WHAT IS A MAIN MOTION?
A main motion is a proposal that
council take certain action or
express a certain view.  For
example, a motion can propose that
the council purchase property
(taking action) or commend its staff
on a job well done (expressing a
view).

For a motion to receive a fair and
efficient consideration, it needs to
be worded properly.  In the words
from RONR: “A motion should be
worded in a concise, unambiguous
and complete form.”  Think of how
much time you could save if
motions were worded like that.

CAN A MEMBER SPEAK OR VOTE
AGAINST HIS OR HER MOTION?

RONR does not permit a member to
speak against his or her motion. 
However, after hearing the discus-
sion, a member who made the
motion may change his or her mind
and vote against his or her own
motion.  This makes sense, since
members should be listening in a
meeting with an open mind.
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P u b l i c a t i o n s

SHOULD THE NAME OF A
SECONDER BE RECORDED

IN THE MINUTES?
No.  Names of seconders need not
be recorded in the minutes. 
Recording names of seconders can
give false impressions and cause
citizens to believe that a seconder
supported the motion.  In fact,
seconding a motion does not
indicate support.  A member who
seconds a motion only indicates
that she or he wants it discussed.  A
member may even second a motion
if he or she strongly opposes it and
would like to see Council going on
record as rejecting it.

In general, minutes should contain
as few names as possible.  The
minutes should primarily have a

collective focus (what the Council
did) and not a personal focus (what
each person said or did).  More and
more municipal councils even go as
far as removing the names of the
movers from the minutes.  The
reason?  Once the motion is on the
floor and discussion begins, the
mover has lost all control over it. 
Plus, the mover may have voted
against the motion.  Therefore,
recording the name of the mover in
the minutes can be misleading.

IN CONCLUSION
Hopefully, this article has helped
clarify a few points about rules of
order and meetings.  It is always
good to remember that rules of
order are intended to facilitate
progress, and not to impede it.  The
rules are also intended to include
members in discussions and
collective decision making (on an
even playing field), and not to
frustrate, confuse or intimidate
them.  Use these rules in this spirit,
and you will become their master,
not their slave.

Handbook for Employee Transportation Coordinators
Published by Westside Transportation Alliance, “Getting
to Work: A Handbook for Employee Transportation
Coordinators” can make your life easier.

   ˜ The handbook is full of promotional ideas and ready-
to-go letters, memos, forms and five-minute flyers,
which means you don’t have to spend your time
developing a marketing program for your auto
reduction plan.

   ˜ The charming graphics on the CD version can be
lifted right into your auto-reduction publications,
making you look like an artistic genius.

   ˜ The tips for coordinating commute options are
very specific and will lead to almost-guaranteed
success in decreasing your employees’ auto trips.

   ˜ HERE’S THE BIG REASON:  While supplies last, the CD
version AND the print version together are only $180
plus S&H.

Here’s what one ETC says about the handbook:

“Getting to Work” is a very well-written handbook for
transportation coordinators, whether you are a
seasoned TC or just starting.  The handbook provides
valuable information on how to get started and how to
keep your transportation program moving along.  It’s
very upbeat and keeps the reader interested.  There
are excellent marketing ideas to promote employees’
use of alternative transportation.  It’s a book that will
definitely not sit on the shelf!”

— Teresa Wilson, Washington County

For more information, contact Judy Edwards, Westside
Transportation Alliance, at (503) 617-4844 or mail@wta-
tma.org, or visit their web site, www.wta-tma.org. 

Local Government On-Line
The Internet offers local governments endless possibilities
for saving money and improving services.  Citizens, busi-
nesses, vendors and staff all benefit from the application
of web-based technologies to local government
operations.  

ICMA’s newest special report, “Local Government On-Line:
Putting the Internet to Work”, shows how to exploit
the capacity of the Internet to better serve the
public.  Learn about tools that can help you:

   ˜ Answer citizens’ questions faster and more
effectively

   ˜Meet the needs of local businesses

   ˜ Facilitate interdepartmental sharing of information
and resources

   ˜ Provide on-site training for employees
   ˜ Allow citizens to pay fees and taxes on-line
   ˜ Reduce the cost of business transactions
   ˜ Improve public safety
   ˜ Streamline internal processes.

This 140-page special report (42550) sells for $48.  
To order, contact the International City/County
Management Association (ICMA) at 1-800-745-8780.  




