Robert’s Rules of Order Newly Revised
Debate – Part I
Did you know that there are rules governing debate in Robert’s Rules of Order Newly Revised?  The rules are called also called decorum and if they are followed, debating will not become disputing, bickering, quarreling or fighting.  There are enough of these rules that half will be covered this month and the rest in August.

Rule number one is “Confining Remarks to the Merits of the Pending Question.” (§ 43, p.392)  This means that comments should be relevant to the matter at hand.  Don’t digress and make sure whatever you have to say directly relates to the motion that is being discussed.

Rule number two is “Refraining from Attacking a Member’s Motives.” (§ 43, p.392)  Robert’s suggests that you debate the measure, not the member (your fellow elected official).  It goes further to say “The moment the chair [mayor] hears such words as ‘fraud,’ ‘liar,’ or ‘lie’ used about a member in debate, he must act immediately and decisively to correct the matter and prevent its repetition.” (§ 43, p.392)  Feel free to disagree with the suggestion to adopt an ordinance, but don’t disagree with Alderman Smith who presented the idea or made the motion.
Rules three and four are more often used in larger assemblies and not in small and more casual settings.  They are “Addressing All Remarks through the Chair” and “Avoiding the Use of Members’ Names.” (§ 43, pp.392-3)  Robert’s prefers an air of formality that doesn’t allow interruptions, requires getting permission from the mayor to speak and calling each other by titles (Madam Mayor, Mr. Council member) rather than first names.
The fifth method of maintaining decorum is “Refraining from Speaking Adversely on a Prior Action Not Pending.” (§ 43, p.393)  In other words, let sleeping dogs lie and accept that once something has passed, even if you disagreed, support the majority and move on.  

Please look for this article next month to read about refraining from speaking against a motion you made and three other rules.
