How a Bill Becomes a Law

If you are to be effective in the legislative process, it is important that you understand the process of how a bill becomes a law through the House and Senate committees.

· When a bill proposing legislation is introduced in the House, the proposed legislation is dropped in the “hopper,” a special box provided for this purpose in the House chamber. A representative is not required to obtain permission to introduce a measure. No statement is required at the time of introduction, and representatives are supplied with printed blank forms for use in typing up an original bill. 

· The procedure in the Senate is more formal. A senator who wants to introduce a piece of legislation rises and states that he or she wants to introduce a bill and sends it by Senate page to the desk of the secretary of the Senate, who performs the duties of the presiding officer of the Senate in the absence of the vice president. If any senator objects, the introduction is postponed until the next day. 

· Once the bill has been accepted, it is numbered, labeled with the sponsors’ names, printed and referred to an appropriate committee of the House or the Senate. 

· A bill originating in the House of Representatives is designated by the letters “H.R.” followed by a number that it retains throughout all of its parliamentary stages. A Senate bill is designated by the letter “S” followed by its number. 

· The most important phase of the legislative process, consideration by the committee to which the bill is assigned, now begins. This is the point at which it is most effective to call, write or visit your senators or representatives to let them know what your stand is on the pending legislation, how it will affect you personally and how it will affect surgical technology. It is here, in the committee and subcommittee stages, that you have the best opportunity to make a difference and be heard by your representatives and senators. All members of the committee should be contacted who will be taking action on the bill to let them know that there are people with opinions on the bill outside of their own district or state. 

· After a bill is assigned to a committee for action, the chairperson gives it to a subcommittee, which then offers it for comment by government agencies and for public hearings. The subcommittee then analyzes the comments and the bill and reports the bill back to the full committee, making any recommendations and adding any proposed amendments. 

· At this point, the full committee decides whether to report the bill to the House or Senate floor for action with or without amendments or to table the bill, effectively killing it and postponing action on it indefinitely. 

· If the bill has been favorably considered and is reported back to the full House or Senate, it is placed on a calendar and scheduled for floor action. When it comes up for floor action, debate on the bill takes place prior to voting. In the House, debate is limited and members are restricted by rules and time limits during floor consideration. In the Senate, debate is usually unlimited and can only be halted by unanimous consent “cloture,” which limits senators to one hour of debate. (Cloture requires a two-thirds vote of senators present and voting.) 

· If the bill is voted on and passed in either house, it is then sent to the other chamber and referred to the committee having jurisdiction, where the entire committee and subcommittee process is repeated. 

· If the amendments of a bill are not acceptable to one chamber, and being proposed by the other, a conference committee composed of members of both bodies is formed to effect a compromise. If a compromise cannot be reached and a bill is rejected in either chamber, it is, in effect, dead. The bill must be reintroduced and assigned a new number, and the entire process begins again. If the bill gets through the committee process without substantial change and is passed on the floor, it returns to the chamber originating the legislation, is signed by the speaker of the House or the president pro tem of the Senate and is sent to the president of the United States for his or her signature. 

If the president approves of the bill, he or she signs it, and the bill becomes a law. If, however, the president does not approve, he or she will veto the bill by refusing to sign it and will return it to Congress with an explanation of reasons for not signing it.

If no further action is taken by Congress, the bill dies. Congress may decide that it can override the veto and enact the bill. To override a veto requires a two-thirds vote of both the House and Senate. If a two-thirds vote is achieved, then the veto has been overridden and the bill becomes a law. If a two-thirds vote is not achieved, the bill is dead and must go through the entire process as if it were a new bill being introduced. 

 

