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“The only good is knowledge.
                       The only evil is ignorance.”
                                                                    -Socrates

Like all legislative bodies, the St. Louis Board of Aldermen follows
a long-established set of procedures that, to many people, can
be complex and confusing.

Even City Hall veterans, like me, find ourselves dusting off the
rule books every now and then for guidance on  following proper
policy.  Democracy is not always pretty and it certainly is not
easy.  Being an informed citizen begins with understanding the
process – the unique customs and language used by our elected
officials when creating the law of the land.

Thanks to live broadcasts on T.V., the weekly Board of Aldermen
meetings are now being seen by more citizens and members of
the media than ever before.  It also means that people have more
questions than ever before.

This resource guide attempts to clear up some of the most
common inquiries and to make the city’s legislative process
easier to follow.

If you are a reporter assigned to cover City Hall or a city resident
interested in the laws affecting your community, I hope you will
find this information helpful.
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When it comes to passing board bills, The Board of Aldermen
agenda is broken down into four basic parts.

1. First Reading of Board Bills/Assignment to Committee
2. Second Reading of Board Bills
3. Perfection of Board Bills
4. Third Reading/Final Passage of Board Bills

Introduction of Board Bills/Committee
Assignment

Each Friday, bills are introduced (first read) during the BOA
meeting.  The meetings are held at 10am in Room 230.

The president then assigns each bill to one of 15 committees.

Committee Hearings
It is up to the chairman of each committee to schedule hearings
to review any bills that have been introduced and assigned.  (A
list of committees and chairmen can be found at
www.jimshrewsbury.com)

During the committee hearing, an alderman will present a bill to
the committee members, discuss its merits and ask that it be
sent to the full Board of Aldermen with a “do pass”
recommendation.  Sometimes the committee will make changes
to the bill before sending it to the floor.  These changes are called
Committee Substitutes.  If a sponsor senses that a bill lacks
sufficient support, the sponsor may ask that it remain in
committee while changes are drafted.  Although rare, sometimes
a bill will remain in committee until the end of the session, at
which time the  bill “dies.”

Second Reading
Once a bill has been passed out of committee, it is then ready
for Second Reading at the next Board of Aldermen meeting.
There is no discussion of the bill during Second Reading – it’s
simply read out loud.

Other Sections of the Agenda:

Resolutions
A bill is a piece of legislation that is eventually signed by the
mayor and becomes law (ordinance).  A resolution, on the other
hand, is simply an expression of the aldermen’s opinion.
Resolutions are a way for the Board to “weigh in” on a wide range
of topics, but they do not have any legal power behind them.

Just like a bill, a resolution (if it deals with controversial subject
matter) is sometimes sent to committee and debated by the
aldermen.  But most resolutions are simply read out loud and
passed on the floor the same day.

Informal Calendars
Sometimes, even after a bill has been through committee, issues
arise that need to be worked out.  On financial bills for example,
the Board of Estimate and Apportionment may need to review
the bill before the aldermen can vote on it.

Because of this, the sponsor may place a bill on the Informal
Calendar, which basically holds the bill in limbo.  At any time the
sponsor, and only the sponsor, may pull the bill off the informal
calendar and request a vote.

These are the basic rules for following the weekly agenda.  There
are many other rules and procedures that can affect a bill’s
progress.  For full details of the rules of the St. Louis Board of
Aldermen, a list of committees, wards, aldermen and election
dates go to www.jimshrewsbury.com and click on the Press
Page.
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Perfection
The following week, the bill appears on the Perfection Calendar.
This is when the sponsor may stand up and explain to the full
Board what the bill is and ask for support.  On controversial bills
there is often a long and lively debate.  This is also the ime to
make any final changes to the bill (Floor Substitute).  It takes a
majority of the aldermen present to vote in favor of perfecting a
bill and move it on to Final Passage. (All votes at the Board
require a majority of the aldermen present except on Final
Passage, which requires a total of 15 “yes” votes regardless of
how many aldermen are present at the meeting.  Bills regarding
the sale of City-owned land require  20 “yes” votes.)

Third Reading/Final Passage
One week after Perfection, the bill will appear on Third Reading/
Final Passage.  No more changes can be made to a bill at this
point and each alderman can either vote “yes” or “no.”  It takes
15 “yes” votes to finally pass a bill and send it to the mayor’s
desk.

There is a procedure by which a bill can move more quickly
through the process.  After Second Reading or after Perfection
an alderman may ask to suspend the rules and have the bill
moved to the next section on the agenda during the same
meeting.  This will shorten by one week the amount of time it
takes to get a bill passed.  This isvery common, especially

So let’s review.  How long does it take to get a
bill passed at the BOA?

First Reading = 1st week.
Passed out of committee and Second Reading = 2nd

week
Perfection (suspend the rules and obtain Third Reading/
Final Passage) = 3rd week.

So the quickest a bill can go from
First Reading to Final Passage is
three weeks at a minimum.  It is not
unusual, however, for the process
to take longer.  It could be several
weeks before the bill gets a
committee hearing, which would
slow down the process.

Also, the sponsor may ask that a bill be held in committee while
changes are drafted, which will also slow down the process.

The best thing to do is to follow the weekly agenda.  If the bill
you’re looking for does not appear on Second Reading,
Perfection or Third Reading, then you know the sponsor must be
holding it in committee for some reason or the bill is still waiting
for a hearing.  You can always call the President’s Office at 589-
6842 with any questions about a bill.

among routine bills like street closings.  Once a routine bill is
perfected, for example, there’s a good chance it will be Third
Read and Finally Passed the same day.
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