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General Principles of Parliamentary Law 
 

 

 

The fundamental essence of a meeting is the equality of the members to initiate ideas, to oppose 

ideas, and to do so without coercion.  There are six principles underlying the rules of any 

meeting.  These are: 

 

 

1. The majority must be allowed to rule 

 

 

2. The minority have rights that must be respected.    

 

 

3. Members have a right to information to help make decisions 

 

 

4. Courtesy and respect for others are demanded 

 

 

5. All members have equal rights, privileges and obligations 

 

 

6. Members have rights to an efficient meeting 

 
 

Not all the principles listed above are absolute.   
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PROCESSING A MAIN MOTION 

Six and a Half Steps 

 

 
 

 

Putting the Main Motion on the Floor 
 

 

 

i. MEMBER IS RECOGNISED AND MAKES A MOTION 

 

 

 

ii. MOTION IS SECONDED 

 

 

 

iii. PRESIDING OFFICER STATES THE MOTION 

 

 

 

 

 

Consideration of Main Motion 
 

 

 

iv. PRESIDING OFFICER ASKS FOR DISCUSSION 

 

 

 

v. PRESIDING OFFICER TAKES THE VOTE 

 

 

 

vi. PRESIDING OFFICER ANNOUNCES THE RESULT 
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Basic Motions – Based on Robert’s Rules 

Order of Precedence 

 
 

         Interrupt    Second    Amend    Debate    Vote 

No Ranking 

Point of Order               Yes          No No      No        No Vote (Chair Decides) 

Appeal the Decision      No             Yes          No           Yes       50% vote sustains the chair 

Divide the Question      Yes          Yes          No      No       Majority, but also No Vote 

Withdraw  Yes/No         No           No           No       Not normally 

 

         Interrupt    Second    Amend    Debate    Vote 

Ranked 

Adjourn     No             Yes          No           No        Majority 

 

Recess      No             Yes          Yes          Yes       Majority 

 

Question of Privilege     Yes            No            No           No        No Vote (Chair decides) 

 

 

         Interrupt    Second    Amend    Debate    Vote 

Ranked 

Lay on the Table    No           Yes    No         No        Majority 

 

Close Debate and 

Vote immediately    No             Yes            No         No        2/3 Vote (aka Previous Question) 

 

Limit/Extend Debate     No              Yes           Yes        No        2/3 Vote 

 

Postpone Definitely      No              Yes           Yes        Yes       Majority 

 

Refer to Committee       No              Yes           Yes        Yes       Majority   

 

Amend                           No              Yes           Yes        Yes       Majority 

 

Postpone Indefinitely     No              Yes           No         Yes        Majority 

 

Main Motion                  No              Yes           Yes        Yes       Majority * 

 

 

The order of precedence of the motions in the chart above is top to bottom.  A motion higher in 

precedence (rank) is higher in the chart.  If a motion is pending any motion listed above it is in 

order.   Those listed below it are not in order. 

 

* Note:  Bylaws may require a vote other than a majority to adopt (often 2/3 vote).    
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Main Motion/Resolution 

 

 
Definition – A main motion introduces a subject to the meeting for decision.  It may be a new 

subject being introduced for the first time or it may relate to a past action taken.  

  

Principle – Only one main motion may be pending at one time. 

 

Moving a Main Motion – Can only be moved when nothing is pending and no one has the floor. 

 

When Adopted – It becomes the officially recorded statement of action taken by the assembly. 

 

When Does the Main Motion Take Effect – Usually immediately when the chair announces, “the 

motion is adopted”, except… 

 

When Defeated – Nothing happens, but it does go in the minutes. 

 

When Defeated – The main motion can be brought back by a motion to reconsider the vote or 

can (usually) be brought back at the next meeting. 

 

Do Not – Move a main motion as a negative statement.  It is confusing.   

 

Do Not – Move a main motion refraining from doing something. 

 

Do – Move main motions that are concise, unambiguous and complete. 

 

A Resolution – Is a main motion with bells and whistles attached 

 

 

 

Main Motions That Are Not in Order 

 

 Conflicts with a statute or superior document of authority, such as bylaws. 

 The main motion or something substantially similar that has been rejected at the same session 

 Presents essentially the same question that has been temporarily disposed of (such as sent to 

a committee, postponed to the next meeting)  

 Proposes action outside of the scope of the organization’s mandate. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 - 6 - 

Amendments 
The Perfecting Motion 

 

 

 

Primary Amendment 

 

The motion to amend is a perfecting motion.   You “amend” something because you wish to 

perfect the main motion or other motion.  There are four ways to perfect the motion: 

 

 May strike out words 

 

 May insert words 

 

 May strike out and insert words 

 

 May substitute one main motion for another 

 
Amendments are debatable if the original motion is debatable. 

 

The amendment must be germane (relevant) to the main motion. 

 

It is a unique feature of the motion to amend that it can be applied to any motion with a variable 

in it, irrespective of the current ranking of the motions. 

 

 

Secondary Amendment  

 

 This is sometimes known as an “amendment to the amendment” 

 

 Has same rules as a primary amendment except: it cannot be amended 

 

 Applies to the primary amendment only, not the main motion 
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Motion to Refer to Committee 
 

 

A motion to refer, when adopted, sends the main motion, and any other motion attached to it to a 

smaller body called a committee for a more detailed review.  This is useful if the board or the 

assembly does not have the time to complete the motion or they don’t have the expertise to 

decide what to do with the motion. 

 

 Requires a second 

 

 Should name the committee to which motion is referred and state the time by 

which the committee should report back 

 

 May be debated as to appropriateness, instructions to committee 

 

 May be amended 

 

 Requires same vote as the underlying main motion (usually a majority) 

 
 
 

Motion to Postpone 
 
A motion to defer simply postpones the motion to a later time in the meeting or until the next 

meeting.  This is useful if there is not enough information to make a decision at this meeting.  If 

deferred to the next meeting, it will be put on the agenda for the next meeting automatically 

under unfinished business. 

 

 Requires a second 

 

 Would normally specify a time when the motion would come back 

 

 May be debated as to efficacy of deferring 

 

 May be amended as to the time of deferment or to make it a special order 

 

 Requires a same vote as the underlying main motion (usually a majority) 
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Close Debate (Previous Question) 
 

 

The purpose of this motion is to stop debate and to vote immediately. 

 

 It requires a member to second the motion 

 

 There is no debate to stop debate (as you might guess) 

 

 It cannot be amended 

 

 It requires a majority vote to close debate 

 

 If adopted it also stops the making of amendments 

 

 

If the motion is adopted, the chair will take the vote immediately. 

 
 
 

 

Other Motions 
 

 

 

 

 

Point of Order and Appeal the Decision of the Chair 

 

 

 

 

Dealing with an obstreperous Member 

 

 

 

 

 

Withdraw a motion 
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 Role of The Chair 
 

 
The role of the Chair is to maintain control of the meeting, ensure that due process and the rules 

are followed in an efficient manner, allow the majority to rule and permit the minority to be 

heard.  All of this to be done in a courteous and impartial manner. 

 

The following principals, with the cooperation of the meeting participants, permit the chair to 

maintain control the meeting. 

 

 

1. Maintain Order 
 

 

 Recognise Members to Speak 

 One speaker at a time 

 The mover has first right to speak 

 Members who have not yet spoken have first right over members who have 

spoken 

 Firm but polite intervention when necessary 

 Ensure debate remains impersonal 

 Address remarks through the chair 

 Remain neutral and impartial 

 

 

2. Time Conscious 
 

 Ensure motion stated clearly 

 Ensure debate is germane (relevant) 

 Summarize from time-to-time 

 Recognise when debate should be closed.  Ask, “Are you ready to vote?” 

 Complete the business – take the vote 

 

 

3. Ensure Minority is Protected 

 
 Rotate debate if possible 

 Ask for speakers on other side 
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Jim Lochrie, B. Sc., C.P.P. - T 
416-459-6964, jim.lochrie@primus.ca 

 
Jim Lochrie is a Professional Parliamentarian and Teacher of Parliamentary Law and a member 

of the American Institute of Parliamentarians.  He specializes in workshops, presiding skills and 

meeting facilitation. He has a B.Sc. (Honours) in Mathematics from the University of 

Strathclyde, Glasgow, Scotland. 

 

He is Past International President of the American Institute of Parliamentarians (1999 - 2001) 

and has served in many capacity with that organization.   He is a Past President of the Toronto 

Parliamentary Society which is dedicated to the improvement of meeting practices through 

democratic processes. 

 

His list of services include acting as parliamentarian at Board and Annual Meetings, workshop 

presenter, presiding and facilitation.   Specialist in Robert’s Rules of Order and the Standard 

Code of Parliamentary Procedure (Sturgis).  Co-author of the new Edition of the Standard Code 

(2012), authored under the sponsorship of the American Institute of Parliamentarians.  Winner of 

the prestigous award for Writings in Parliamentary Law from the American Institute of 

Parliamentarians (2001).  Author of “Meeting Procedures” (2003) a simplified parliamentary 

authority based on modern procedural practices.   A partial list of clients: 

 

Canadian Real Estate Association 

Toronto Real Estate Board 

Ontario Physiotherapy Association 

Canadian General Accountants Association – Ontario 

Association of Management and Professional Crown Employees of Ontario 

Ontario Real Estate Association 

Town of Bradford West Gwillimbury 

Community Living Ontario 

Mended Hearts International 

Ontario Medical Association 

Canadian Library Association 

American Association of Orthodontists 

International Association of Flight Attendants 

American Translators Association 

Simcoe County District School Board 

Peterborough, Victoria, Northumberland, Clarington, Catholic DSB 

Town of Tillsonburg 

Denturist Association of Ontario 

 

 

Jim Lochrie, B.Sc. (Hons) 

Author of "Meeting Procedures" 

Buy at www.scarecrowpress.com or www.amazon.com 

(Type in "lochrie" in search engine) 

 

http://www.scarecrowpress.com/
http://www.amazon.com/

