PASSING LAWS:  The Short Version (WA State)
The process has some complicated parts, but the basics are simple.

BACKGROUND:   Every bill is assigned a bill number.  In Washington state, Senate Bills start with SB, followed by a 4-digit number beginning with 5 or 6; House Bills start with HB, followed by a 4-digit number beginning with 1 or 2.  E.g.:  SB 5380 is the 380th bill introduced in the Senate during that Session.  (In the U.S. Congress, Senate bills start with S. and House of Representatives bills start with H.R. – bill numbering in both bodies begins with 1.)

With every bill there are interested groups who quickly take sides once a bill is introduced (FOR the bill, AGAINST the bill, UNDECIDED but possible to sway; some will like parts of a bill, or hope to add amendments to improve a bill.).   Each group tries to influence the fate of the bill.

The legislative process is set up to answer 3 questions about every bill.


(1)  First Question:  Is this bill a good idea?  


 That question is answered in one of the many policy committees – e.g., the Education Committee, the Health Committee, the Commerce Committee, the Agriculture Committee.  In order to answer the question, the Committee will take testimony from the public, ask questions, collect information. These sessions are public, and you can testify.  In our state, anyone can “sign in” and indicate whether they support or oppose a bill.

Once a Committee has taken public testimony, and heard from key staff from the agencies that would implement the bill, they schedule an Executive Session.  That is when Committee members debate, amend, and vote on the bill before them.  This is also public.

Throughout, issue groups can influence the process at every stage, by:  revising their strategy as the bill changes; conveying their positions to the Governor and the legislative Leadership; talking to the media/writing Letters to the Editor; forming alliances to build voter support for their position; lobbying their legislators in the Capitol or back home in the District.

If 51% of the members of the Policy Committee vote “yes,” the bill goes on to the next stage.


(2)   Second question:  Is this a good use for our tax dollars?  Can we afford it?

There are many good ideas but we cannot afford them all.  


The second question is answered in one of the Fiscal Committees – in our state called the WAYS & MEANS Committees, plus the House has 3 special APPROPRIATIONS Committees.  Their job is to focus on the costs or savings represented by each bill, and make hard choices among many good ideas.


Fiscal committees tend to be larger than policy committees, but they operate much like any other committee:  they take testimony from the public, they hear from people in the Executive Branch agencies, and they also go into Executive Session to debate, amend the bill, and vote.  Just as in the policy committee, these meetings are open to the public.

If 51% of the Fiscal Committee members vote “yes,” the bill moves on to the next stage.

(All this time good advocates continue to:  lobby their legislators, make sure the legislative Leadership and the Governor’s office know their group’s position, expand their alliances if possible, and work to get their message into the media and out to the public.)


(3)  The third question:  Can a majority of the people support this?  


Until this point only the members of a few committees have had their say, but in our system, everyone gets to be represented on every issue that gets past the initial stages.  That happens on the Floors of the Senate and of the House -- where each of us is represented.


On the House and Senate Floors, once again they can:  debate, have an opportunity to amend the bill, and finally – every Senator and Representative can vote on the bill as amended.

Even at this stage it is possible to have an influence – citizens can send notes to their legislators with a brief message, saying who you are and how you want them to vote, or they can email.

If 51% of the members of the full House/full Senate vote “yes,” the bill moves to the next stage.

The same process has to happen in both chambers, so if a bill has only been through one body -- the House or the Senate -- it goes to the other body next.  

Then, if there are differences between the House and Senate versions, those differences have to be reconciled, often in a Conference Committee.  

Ultimately, the identical bill must be passed by a majority of both the House and the Senate.
Every bill that makes it through the legislature goes to the Governor.

Bills that pass the Legislature, go to the Governor -- which is why s/he is so important.  The Governor gets to sign the bill or veto it.  In our state the Governor may veto individual sections of a bill (but not just words or phrases) – in effect a “partial veto.”


If the bill gets signed, it becomes a law.  (That’s why all those cartoon versions of the process are titled, “How A Bill Becomes A Law.”)

Just in case anyone missed the point, we can influence the process at every step on the way:  

· By suggesting IDEAS (or AMENDMENTS) for BILLS,

· when a bill is discussed in a POLICY COMMITTEE, 

· when a bill is discussed in a FISCAL COMMITTEE, 

· when a bill is discussed in the FULL HOUSE and FULL SENATE, 

· when a bill comes out of CONFERENCE COMMITTEE with changes agreed to by both bodies, 

· when a bill goes to the GOVERNOR for signature.

That’s why you may be asked to speak up about the same bill, many times, at different stages. 

This is an amazing process, that can be daunting...  fun... enlightening... confusing... but above all:  empowering..   Democracy is GREAT!
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