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Letter from the Chair
Dear Democratic Committee Member:
Welcome to the Tompkins County Democratic Committee!
Whether you are a new or continuing committee member, I hope you find this
handbook helpful in your getting more involved and immersed in representing
the Democratic Party in your town or ward or in Tompkins County as a whole.
Committee members are elected to serve as a link between the Democrats in their
political jurisdictions and their elected officials. They work to find candidates to
carry out the Democratic mission and then to get them elected. They keep in
touch with their elected officials and report back to them the things they are
hearing from their constituents, the voters in their towns and wards.
To carry out those objectives, committee members seek out and interview
potential candidates for office, carry petitions to get them on the ballot, and then
work to get them elected. Members participate in their town or ward committee
meetings and are usually voting members of the County Committee. The
Tompkins County Democratic Committee is successful because of the work of its
committee members as well as the many volunteers who work in campaigns.
I know you will find your participation in our committee to be an interesting and
rewarding experience. The handbook attempts to give an overview of the
structure of the Tompkins County Democratic Committee as well as a description
of the duties of a Committeeman and Committeewoman. If you have any
questions after your review this handbook, please feel free to contact me or your
Town or Ward Committee Chair.
Thank you for becoming involved with this very important work that is so
fundamental to our democracy. I look forward to working with you!
Sincerely,

Irene W. Stein
Chair, Tompkins County Democratic Committee
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I. Party Overview
The Tompkins County Democratic Committee helps find candidates and win
elections for the Democratic Party. It aims to help Democrats combine their
efforts to elect representatives to local, state, and national government. These
candidates and elected officials, whatever their views on specific issues, are
united in their general Democratic philosophy of striving to benefit the general
welfare with special attention to those who need it. The Party, at all levels, is an
inclusive one, striving for the greatest possible public participation in our society.
The committee’s foundation is the base of registered Democratic voters.
Interested voters can join Town and Ward committees, which then unite to form
the County Committee. The County Committee then elects members to the New
York State Democratic Committee, and the State Committee elects members to
the Democratic National Committee.
Democratic National
Committee
New York State
Democratic Committee
County Committee
Ward Committees

Town Committees

Registered Democratic Voters of Tompkins County

Local Committees
Each Democratic committee member represents an election district, and can
participate on the committees that include that district at the town, ward, city, or
county level. Each election district can elect from two to four committee
members, depending on the Democratic share of the vote in the last race for
governor.
Within the City of Ithaca, election district representatives (committee members)
are combined to form Ward committees. Outside of the City, representatives
form Town committees. (Villages are treated as part of their Town for these
purposes.)
The election process for committee members involves carrying petitions,
following the same process that candidates get on the ballot. The number of
signatures required and the potential number of committee members varies by
election district. If more people submit valid petitions than there are committee
seats for that election district, a primary election will be held to elect the
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committee members from that election district. Petitioning for committee seats
is done at the same time as petitioning for candidates to get on the ballot.
In between primary elections, committee members may be appointed to
vacancies initially by the Town or Ward committee, with the approval of the
County Committee, but must be elected every two years.
Each Town and Ward committee has its own complement of officers that can
include a Chair, Treasurer, Secretary, and sometimes Vice-Chair. These
committees work on the elections specific to their areas, and also combine to
form the County Democratic Committee.

The County Committee
The County Committee includes most of the members of the Town and Ward
committees, bringing them together to work on countywide, state, and national
races as well as on issues. The County Committee also helps coordinate the
different local committees, helping raise funds, find candidates, and share their
knowledge.
(Some Towns and Wards may also allow committee members to serve on their
committee without serving on the County Committee. See the Bylaws in
Appendix A for more detail.)

New York State Democratic Committee
The New York State Democratic Committee (http://nydems.org) is composed of
representatives from the county committees. Each county committee gets two
representatives—one male and one female—for each Assembly district in the
county. Tompkins County has only one Assembly District, so it has only two
representatives. County chairs are also invited to State Committee meetings, but
they don’t have votes unless they are also elected members of the committee.
State Committee members are also selected during the petition process. County
Committee members carry petitions for State Committee representatives when
they do petitioning for candidates. As with County Committee seats, if multiple
valid petitions are submitted, a State Committeeperson will be elected in a
primary.
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II. Responsibilities of the
Committee Person
The political party provides an opportunity for you to influence governmental
decision-making at the grassroots level. It also provides a structure through
which representatives may be identified, supported, and kept accountable to the
public. These functions of the party depend on your taking your committee
responsibilities seriously. A committee person has five key responsibilities:


Active participation on the Committee and in the community



Registration of voters and recruitment of new committee members and/or
candidates



Circulation of Party nominating petitions



Involvement in campaign and Election Day turn-out activities



Financial support of the Party (optional)

Committee Participation
A committee is only as effective as its members are active. You should attend as
many meetings as possible, support fundraising efforts if you can, and consider
serving on subcommittees or take on other, seasonal assignments. Local
meetings occur bi-monthly, but this varies depending on the committee. County
meetings take place four times a year. If you cannot attend, send a proxy (see
Appendix B). In addition, you should do your best to keep informed of the
Party’s activities and policies, and you should express your opinions to your Chair
or at Party meetings about the Committee’s activities, policies, and priorities.

Recruitment and Registration
The Tompkins County Democratic Committee is actively engaged in recruiting
new members, with a goal of helping the committee reflect the community’s
proportions of gender, age, race, ethnicity, income level, and sexual orientation.
You can help by encouraging friends and neighbors to register as Democrats and
to join the Committee if they are interested in doing so.

Circulation of Nominating Petitions
The petition process is the way most candidates get on the ballot in New York
State. It is also a great opportunity for you to make face-to-face contact with
Democratic voters in your town or ward. Petitioning generally takes place in
June and is the true launch of the election season. As a committee member, you
must play an active role in petitioning each year.
Committee leaders and chairs organize the petitioning effort for our Democratic
candidates. Your chair will give you a packet of petitions and a list of registered
4

Democrats in your neighborhood. You will use that list to go door-to-door and
obtain the voter signatures that will place candidates on the ballot. The number
of signatures you must obtain varies according to your Election District. Usually,
each petition holds 20 signatures. See Appendix C for information on the
regulations and procedures for obtaining signatures and filling out petition
forms.

Campaign Activities
Although it is not a requirement, you are welcome to sign on to any campaign
that interests you. Your committee can help you get involved with campaigns at
the local, county, state, or national level. Campaign volunteers help with all
aspects of a campaign, from stuffing envelopes or putting up signs to hosting
fundraisers or writing letters to the editor on behalf of a candidate.
In critical election years, the Committee rents space in Ithaca for a coordinated
campaign headquarters. If you are able to, you might help staff that
headquarters, answering phones, preparing mailings, and informing voters about
the various campaigns.
You will be asked to take part in a coordinated get-out-the-vote (GOTV) effort.
The County Committee organizes this effort as part of a coordinated campaign
that involves all Democratic candidates from top to bottom. GOTV efforts
include telephoning, lit drops (leaving campaign literature at voters’ homes), and
giving rides to the polls. You may be asked to poll watch or to call in the results
to Democratic Headquarters after the polls close.

Financial Support
Contributions to the County Committee support mailings, database services, rent
and supplies for campaign headquarters in critical election years, and financial
assistance to candidates. Your dues for your town or ward committee and for the
County Committee are both voluntary and fairly minimal, and cover only a
portion of what is needed. You are encouraged to contribute to the Party as you
are able, keeping in mind that such contributions are not tax-deductible.
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III. The Local Committee
Local committees are the grassroots of the Democratic Party organization, the
place where Democrats come together to discuss politics and work to elect
Democratic officials.

Towns and Wards
In the City of Ithaca, local committees are organized by wards. Outside the City,
every town has a committee. Each committee is made up of two to four members
from each election district, enrolled Democrats who are elected by enrolled
Democrats. There are five ward committees and nine town committees.

Functions
The local committee has three principal functions:


To develop a strong and active grassroots party organization, including
skilled leaders, dedicated workers (including volunteers beyond the
committee), capable candidates, and healthy finances;



To play the primary role in the planning, financing, and waging of
campaigns for local offices;



To serve as a medium of communications between registered Democrats
in the community and elected Democratic officials.

Local committees often sponsor activities and other functions to increase
visibility, build a volunteer base, and encourage teamwork among committee
members.

Organization
Local committees are free to organize themselves so as to maximize their
effectiveness, provided that their by-laws are consistent with the county party’s
rules and state law.
The local committee is required to meet every two years within fifteen days of the
election of its members ( the effective date for the election of committee members
is the date of the primary election that is held following the petition process) to
choose its leader, the chair. Many local committees also have other officers,
including vice-chair, secretary, treasurer, volunteer coordinators, district
captains, and subcommittee chairs for special projects like fundraising,
committee recruitment, issues, or voter registration.

Town and Ward Chairs
The Town or Ward Chair is elected by the members of the local committee to be
the Chief Officer of the local committee, as well as to represent the interests and
views of the local committee on the County Party’s Executive Committee. The
6

Chair is responsible for maintaining communications between the local
committee members and the Executive Committee. He or she should report
frequently to the local committee on what is happening at the county level.

Finances
The local committee generally will need to raise funds to cover expenses
associated with its own activities, including meetings, communications, and
candidate support, and sometimes to help maintain the County Party
organization.
Election law requires committees to:


Choose a treasurer;



File a “Treasurer’s Designation Form” with the Board of Elections; and



File at least two financial disclosure statements annually with the Board of
Elections.

Local committees raise money in all kinds of ways, from membership dues to
mail and email requests to parties, garage sales, bake sales, barbecues, and
dinners.

Voter Registration
Local Democratic committees often sponsor voter registration drives, sending
volunteers door-to-door or to community events. This should be a continuous
activity; in some committees it may be the responsibility of a specific officer or
subcommittee.
The Board of Elections has information on how to register voters and about the
deadlines for voter registration before specific elections.

Candidate Development
Local committees are responsible for finding candidates to run for office in the
jurisdictions they serve. In the city, ward committees help select City Council
candidates and the Mayor; while outside the city, town committees help select
town board members, town supervisors, town justices, as well as some town
clerks and town highway superintendents.
Committees should:


Continuously search for highly qualified Democrats and encourage them
to become committee members and to seek public office;



Set up vehicles to help voters evaluate candidates, such as public forums;



Establish fair and open processes for deciding which candidates to
endorse;
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Circulate petitions for candidates in situations where petitions are used
and host caucuses where necessary; and



Work on campaigns for Democratic candidates.

Caucuses, Petitions, and Primary Elections
Democratic candidates get on the ballot in one of two ways: a petition process
followed by a primary, or a caucus.

Petitions and Primaries
County and state offices are always managed by petition, as are elections for
delegates to the Democratic Convention. The Towns of Caroline and Ithaca use
petitions for town offices as well. (Members of the County Committee must also
circulate petitions for their own seats.)
Committee members and possibly other volunteers collect signatures from
registered Democrats in the areas represented by a given office. The Board of
Elections has details on how many signatures are required for which offices, and
any candidate who collects enough signatures is eligible to be on the ballot.
A primary is held only if there are more candidates with valid petitions than there
are open seats. Registered Democrats are eligible to vote in a primary election,
and the candidate (or candidates, if multiple seats are open) who receives the
most votes in the primary will appear on the Democratic line in the general
election.
Party committees are not supposed to get involved in campaigning during a
primary in their role as members of the committee. They are free to campaign as
private individuals for any candidate in a primary election.
The rules for carrying petitions are detailed in Appendix C.

Caucuses
Candidates for some Town and Village offices are selected by caucus. Rather
than collecting signatures, the committee posts legal notices announcing a
meeting for the caucus. Registered Democrats from the area to be represented
gather, and they elect a chair, who then runs a meeting to select candidates.
Caucuses are convenient because they can be held later than petitions have to be
submitted, generally require less effort, and can sometimes find candidates from
among the people who came to the caucus. However, they can also be ‘packed’ by
supporters of a particular candidate, making them less predictable and
sometimes less democratic than petitions and primaries.
Caucuses are presently used to select candidates for elected office in the Towns of
Danby, Dryden, Enfield, Groton, Lansing, Newfield, and Ulysses. In those towns,
candidates are endorsed in a caucus open to all registered Democrats in each
town.
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It should be noted that any Town Democratic committee can change the way it
chooses candidates by adopting, by a two-thirds vote of its sitting committee
members, a rule that states that it wants to select its candidates either through
the petition process or by caucus. Such change must be evidenced by the filing of
certified copy of the rule at least four months prior to the date of the primary
election for that year and will stay in place until it is again changed.

Non-Partisan Races: School Boards, Some Villages
The Democratic (and Republican) parties do not participate in some elections. All
school boards in Tompkins County have non-partisan elections, using their own
mechanisms for putting candidates on the ballot and running races. Some
Villages—notably Lansing, Cayuga Heights, and Freeville—also elect their
officials without reference to political party.

Election Inspectors
Election inspectors serve the interests of both the Party and the general public.
An inspector must be registered to vote with one of the major parties and must be
available on Primary Day in September from approximately 11:30 A.M. until 9:30
P.M. and on Election Day in November from approximately 5:30 A.M. until 9:30
P.M. As of 2006, inspectors are paid $160 for Election Day, $100 for Primary
Day, and $25 for each annual training session they attend. Hiring and training
are overseen by the Board of Elections.
The duties of an election inspector include preparing the assigned polling place
for voting, processing and assisting voters, closing down the polling place, and
reporting the voting results. Interested committee members can contact the
Chair or print out and complete a form from the Board of Elections Web site:
http://www.votetompkins.com .
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IV. The County Committee
The Tompkins County Democratic Committee is the official governing body of
the County Democratic Party. It is made up of the local town and ward
committee members—legally, between two and four persons from each Election
District in the County.

Structure and Function of the County Committee
The Tompkins County Democratic Committee has four officers—a Chair, a ViceChair, a Secretary, and a Treasurer. These officers serve two-year terms and are
elected at the Fall Organization Meeting in odd-numbered years. Candidates for
these positions are recruited by members of the Elections Committee, a
committee of three members. The Chair presides at meetings and is responsible
for coordinating campaigns; the Vice-Chair presides when the Chair is not
present. The Secretary takes minutes and reads them to the body. The Treasurer
is Chief Financial Officer of the Committee and is responsible for filing reports.
All checks must be signed by the Treasurer and either the Chair or Vice-Chair.
The County Committee may adopt and amend its own rules. Current by-laws
appear in Appendix A of this handbook.
In addition to the duties and activities that you saw outlined in Chapter II, the
County Committee also recommends a candidate for Commissioner of Elections
to the County Legislature. This representative of the Party will serve a two-year
term at the Board of Elections.
County Committee meetings are open to any registered Democrat in Tompkins
County; however, only members of the committee are authorized to vote.

Standing Subcommittees of the County Committee
There are at present four standing subcommittees of the Tompkins County
Democratic Committee:
1. The Executive Committee consists of the officers named above, the
two State Committee Members, the Town Chair (if any), the City Chair
(if any) and the town and ward chairs and/or their surrogates. In
addition, all elected Democratic officials are ex-officio (and non-voting)
members of the Executive Committee.
The Executive Committee handles business of the Party in the County
between meetings of the County Committee. It makes
recommendations to the body at County Committee meetings. Any
County Committee members may attend any Executive Committee
meeting, but they may not vote on business conducted there.
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2. The Finance Committee consists of the Treasurer and four members
chosen by the Chair. This committee prepares an annual budget and
financial report. It may also assist with fundraising.
3. The Elections Committee recruits candidates for officer positions
and presides over the election at the Organization Meeting.
4. The Issues and Platform Committee consists of seven members
selected by the Chair. This committee may prepare resolutions,
conduct polls, present forums, and conduct other duties as designated
by the Chair or the County Committee.
The Chair of the County Committee serves as an ex-officio (non-voting) member
of all subcommittees. If you are interested in serving on a subcommittee, contact
the Chair.

County Committee Meetings
County Committee meetings are held quarterly. Agendas, minutes of the
previous meeting, and proxies are mailed to committee members at least one
week prior to the meeting. A simple majority (50% + 1) of the committee
constitutes a quorum, which allows business to proceed. That majority may be
determined by counting proxies as well as by counting actual attendees.
If you cannot attend a meeting and must instead send a proxy (see Appendix B),
the person who carries your proxy may vote for you on issues before the
committee. You may also declare a specific vote on any agenda topic. Proxy
votes are only counted in contested elections or on agenda items if a majority of
attendees vote to include proxies on those items.
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Appendix B: Sample Proxy
Town or Ward _________________
Election District ________________

PROXY

I, _________________, residing at _____________________
____________________, a duly elected member of the
TOMPKINS COUNTY DEMOCRATIC COMMITTEE, Tompkins
County, New York, do hereby constitute and appoint
________________________ to act and vote as my proxy at the
______________________ meeting of the TOMPKINS COUNTY
DEMOCRATIC COMMITTEE in any vote in which proxies are
counted, and to have all privileges and powers I should personally be
entitled to if present.

It is understood that this proxy is to continue in force for a period of
sixty days from the date hereof and that the same may not be revoked
by the undersigned unless the undersigned shall personally appear at
said meeting and expressly revoke the same.
Voting Directions __________________________________
_______________________________________________
Date:__________________
____________________
Signature of Member
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Appendix C: How to Carry Petitions
A petition is a legal document that enables a candidate to obtain the Democratic
Party line on an election ballot for a given office in a given geographic location.
Usually, a Democratic candidate must obtain signatures from 5 percent of the
registered Democrats in his or her district. To be safe, most candidates double
this number to 10 percent. This accomplishes two things: It shows the strength
of the candidate, and it protects him or her against disqualified signatures or
pages.

Rules for Carrying Petitions
1. You must be a registered Democrat in Tompkins County.
2. If you have signed a petition for a candidate, you may not circulate a
petition for another candidate for that same office.
3. You may only collect signatures during the time period specified by the
Board of Elections. Your Chair will announce that time frame when
petitions are distributed.
4. You must return petitions to your town or ward chair or to the County
Chair by the date announced by the Chair.
5. You must physically witness every signature. In other words, you cannot
circulate the petition out of your sight or post it somewhere for signing.
6. Signatures must be in blue or black ink.

Rules for Signing Petitions
1. Signers must be registered Democrats. Use your voter lists to confirm.
2. Signers must be eligible to vote for the candidate for whom they are
signing a petition. In other words, they must live in a location where that
candidate will appear on the ballot.
3. Signers may sign only one petition per office. That means one petition for
Sheriff, one petition for Congressperson, and so on—even if the position is
subject to a primary.
4. Signers should sign their names as they signed their name when they
registered to vote.
5. As the witness to the petition, you may complete the date and address next
to each signature. Dates should run in consecutive order. Use the voter
list to confirm addresses.
6. Do not fill in the “Sheet No.” That information will be completed when the
petitions are bound prior to filing.
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Completing the Witness Statement
The Witness Statement is a legal oath. When you sign it, you are affirming that
you physically witnessed each signature and that the information given is correct.
If you did not witness the signatures, and you sign the statement, you are
committing fraud. The information should be completed as follows:
1. Print your full name and address as they appear on the voter list.
2. Fill in the number of signatures on the page. This number must be
correct, or the entire page may be disqualified.
3. Write the date. At this point, you must stop collecting signatures on that
page. The date you write cannot be earlier than any of the dates next to
signatures on the petition.
4. Sign the statement with your signature as it appears on your voter
registration form.
5. Use blue or black ink.

Do’s and Don’ts of Petitioning
Don’t let someone take the petition out of your sight to sign it. The witness
statement says “and before me signed.”
Don’t let a husband sign for a wife, a mother sign for a daughter, and so on.
Each person must sign for himself or herself.
Do fill out all of the information on the petition.
Do use blue or black ink.
Do try to complete each page of the petition with signatures—your candidates
need your help to get the numbers they need.
Do sign the witness statement legibly.
Do be neat. A clean petition is less likely to attract attention and raise red flags
that might lead to disqualification.
Do remember that you are a representative of the Party and of your candidates as
you carry petitions. Be polite, efficient, and quick. Offer to come back if this is
not a good time for the signer. Have a pen ready. Do not engage the signer in a
lengthy conversation, but be prepared to answer questions about the candidates
or to listen to voters’ concerns about issues in your town, ward, or county.

The County Committee’s Responsibilities
Except in the case of a primary, the County Committee will take care of preparing
and reproducing petitions for you to circulate. They will collect, review, compile,
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and submit completed petitions. They will let you know if any of your petitions
need correcting.
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Appendix D: How to Poll Watch
Poll watchers are designated by political parties, committees, or candidates to
oversee election sites on Election Day. As the name indicates, the job of a poll
watcher is to observe, with the goal of ensuring an honest and fair election.

Certification
Poll watchers must be certified by a candidate or committee. In Tompkins
County, poll watchers are qualified voters who receive signed certificates from the
County Committee Chair. That certificate must be presented to the election
inspectors on entering the election site. If there are multiple election districts at
the polling site, you must present a poll watcher’s certificate to election
inspectors in each election district.

Poll Watchers’ Rights
Poll watchers may arrive at the polls as early as 15 minutes prior to opening. They
have a right to see whether votes have been cast prior to opening and to observe
the sign-in poll books. They have a right to challenge the qualification of any
voter to vote. (Such challenges must be made to the election inspectors.) They
may compare paper ballots to the voting machine to make sure that they match.
They may remain at the election site after the polls have closed to oversee the
final tallies.
In Tompkins County, poll watchers rarely spend the day at a polling site. They
may return a few times over the course of a day to pick up voter lists for GOTV
purposes. They may return just before the polls close to get the final tally and
report it to the Party.

Challenging a Voter
Poll watchers are not law enforcement officials. However, they may report
concerns to election inspectors or to the Board of Elections, and they may
challenge voters who seem to violate any of these rules:


Voter signatures must match those of previous years.



Voter residency must be provable.



Voters may not vote more than once per election.



Voters must be 18 and citizens of the United States.



No one may electioneer within the boundaries set by election inspectors.

Poll Watcher Don’ts
Poll watchers may not electioneer, carry signs, or wear buttons or shirts
supporting a candidate or position. They may not interfere with voting or with
the job of the election workers. They may not accompany a voter into the voting
26

booth, even if that voter requests assistance. If the election inspectors overrule a
poll watcher’s challenge, the poll watcher has no right to argue that ruling. (The
election inspectors present must make a formal ruling by majority vote. Tie votes
favor the voter.) If a poll watcher believes that the election inspectors are doing
something wrong, he or she should immediately bring it to the attention of the
Commissioner of Elections.
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Appendix E: Robert’s Rules Simplified
Peter Stein
(Revised February 4, 1989)
Introduction: Col. Robert, a Civil War officer, wrote down a set of procedures for
use by deliberative bodies derived from the rules of the House of Representatives.
It has become conventional for organizations to adopt these rules and then
modify them for their specific purposes. Most by-laws contain a statement such
as "In all situations not addressed by these by-laws, Robert's Rules of Order shall
apply". The organization is free, of course, to change any rule in Robert's that
they wish
General Overview: The body, once convened, must have business before it. The
only two pieces of business that are in order are (1) considering and perfecting
motions and (2) hearing reports (from officers, committees, or other individuals.
Conduct of Meetings: Members speak only when recognized by the chair, and
address all remarks to the chair, and not to other members. The chair should try
to alternate pro and con speakers, and should not recognize anyone who has
spoken to the motion while there are others wishing to speak who have not yet
been recognized. The chair does not recognize members who speak without
being recognized (spoken calls for the question should be ignored). The only
time it is permissible for a member to speak without being recognized is when the
member thinks that the rules of order are not being followed. The member may
say out loud "Point of order", and the chair recognizes him.
Types of Motions: There are two types of motions; (1) main motions and their
amendments, and (2) subsidiary motions, which regulate how to deal with the
main motion before the body.
Voting: The chair should restate the question before voting, and should explain
to members the significance of yes and no votes on a complicated question. The
chair may, at her discretion, call for a voice vote or a show of hands. Any member
has the right to ask for a count (call for a division) after a voice vote, and the chair
must immediately comply.
If the vote is a tie, the motion fails. The chair does not vote, except where
her vote will change the decision. Thus, if the vote is a tie, the chair may vote aye,
and if the motion passes by one vote, the chair may vote nay to make a tie vote
and cause the motion to fail.
Main Motions: Assume that there is no motion on the floor. The chair recognizes
a member, who makes a motion. The chair asks for a second. If there is none,
the motion dies. If there is a second, the chair then invites the maker of the
motion to speak. Once the motion is seconded, any other main motion is out of
order.
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After the motion is seconded, it belongs to the body, and not to the maker
and seconder. They may not withdraw it, and have no special powers to make or
accept amendments. The chair recognizes speakers pro and con, and when there
are none left, calls for a vote.
Once a decision has been reached on any motion or amendment, it cannot
be considered again at the same meeting (there are some exceptions to this rule).
After the question is decided, the floor is open for other motions.
Amendments: During the course of debate, a member who has been recognized
may say "I move an amendment". The amendment always has the form "Strike ...
, and add ..." . Either the strike part or the add part may be missing. The special
case of striking the entire motion and adding other words is called a substitute
motion (but is treated exactly like any other amendment). Amendments should
be germane, but that is usually interpreted loosely.
The chair asks for a second, and if one is forthcoming, invites the maker to
speak to the amendment. Debate continues, but now must be restricted to the
question "Is the amendment desirable or not?" Speeches for or against the main
motion are out of order. With a substitute motion, the question is "Which is
better, the old motion or the substitute?" A speaker who says "I am against both
the main motion and the substitute" is out of order.
When there are no more speakers, a vote is taken on whether to amend (or
substitute). If the amendment (or substitute) passes, the amended motion then
becomes the main motion, is debated, and finally voted on. If it fails, then the
main motion continues to be debated as it was before the amendment was
moved. Note that a winning substitute must win two votes—one on whether to
replace main with substitute, and a second on whether or not to pass substitute.
It is not uncommon for a substitute to win the first vote and lose the second.
(E.g., an unpopular motion is moved. A member then proposes a substitute to
weaken it, and it passes. The body is then perfectly free to reject the substitute
(which says that they like neither the original nor the substitute).
Second Order Amendments: It is permissible to move an amendment(A2) to an
amendment(A1) to a main motion(M), but not an amendment to an amendment
to an amendment. The order of business then becomes " Should A1 be amended
by A2?". If A2 wins that vote, the question then becomes "Should M be amended
by A2?" If this passes, then the question is "Should the amended M pass or fail?"
Note that if A2 is a substitute motion, the exact same motion must win three
votes before it is adopted.
Subsidiary Motions: All motions other than main motions or amendments are
called subsidiary motions, and are procedural in nature. There is a hierarchy of
such motions. A motion higher up on the scale can be moved while a motion
lower on the scale is on the floor. (Robert uses the word "privilege" to describe
the hierarchy.) A list of the more common subsidiary motions is given below,
listed in order of privilege (i.e., a motion to adjourn is always in order, no matter
what is on the floor). All require a second, are debatable, can be amended, and
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require a majority to pass unless otherwise indicated. In general, those motions
that are not debatable require 2/3 to pass.
Adjourn
No debate, no amendment
Table
No debate, no amendment, 2/3
Previous Question No debate, no amendment, 2/3
Suspend the Rules No debate, no amendment, 2/3
Postpone to the Next Meeting
Refer to Committee
Postpone Indefinitely
Postpone Indefinitely: Self-explanatory.
Refer to Committee: Self-explanatory. Possible amendments might be to what
committee, for how long, with what instructions, etc.
Postpone to the Next Meeting: Also self explanatory. .
Suspend the Rules: By a 2/3 vote, the body can suspend any of Robert's rules, or
any of the rules of their bylaws that the bylaws do not expressly forbid.
Previous Question: This motion cuts off all debate, and if it passes, the body must
proceed immediately to a vote. After it is moved and seconded, there can be no
other discussion, and the chair calls for an immediate vote (NB: Since the motion
to table or the motion to adjourn is higher on the privilege list than previous
question, a motion to table or adjourn is in order even though the previous
question has been moved and voted on). If the previous question passes by 2/3,
the chair immediately calls for a vote on the motion on the floor. If a member is
not recognized, and shouts out "question", or if a member is recognized, makes
an argument pro or con the motion on the floor, and then moves the previous
question, the chair must rule the motion out of order. (I.e., no debate applies to
the person making the motion as well as everyone else.)
Table: Tabling is a motion that often leads to dispute. The idea behind it is to
give the body the power to put something aside temporarily so that an urgent
issue can be addressed. Tabling thus takes a motion from the floor, and lays it on
the table. Since it is presumed urgent, no debate is allowed.
Tabling is rarely used in this way, however. It is mostly used to defeat a
motion without forcing members to vote against it. According to Robert's, if the
intent really is to put it aside temporarily to address an urgent matter, only a
majority vote is required. However, if the intent is to kill, then a 2/3 vote is
required. The chair must make the decision. Since it is invariably used to kill,
most people are used to a 2/3 requirement.
There is one difference between tabling and voting a motion down. If a
motion is defeated, it cannot be brought up again in the same meeting. If it is
tabled, however, it is perfectly in order for someone to move to "take the motion
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from the table", and if that motion passes, then the tabled motion becomes the
main motion once again.
Adjourn: The motion to adjourn is always in order, no matter what the body is in
the midst of doing. It takes precedence over whatever is motion is pending.
Unanimous Consent: Unanimous consent is a useful device for the chair to move
business along quickly on non-controversial actions that are awkward with
Robert's. Suppose someone in the debate notes a better way to word something
that the chair judges is not a substantive change. She may then ask the body for
unanimous consent to make the change. If anyone objects, then it must be
handled as an amendment according to the usual procedures.
Points of Order, Rulings by the Chair, and Appeals: A member who believes that
the body (or chair) is not following the rules may say "Point of Order", and
explain. A speaker may make a point of order without being recognized. It is the
only exception to the rule that no one can speak without being recognized. The
chair then gives a ruling. She may or may not ask the parliamentarian for advice,
but the responsibility and ruling is that of the chair.
When the chair makes a ruling, any member may move to overturn that
ruling (i.e., "appeal" to the body). The motion to appeal requires a second, is
debatable, and passes by majority vote. The chair should ask the vice-chair to
preside during an appeal.
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