Suggestions for Organizing an Effective Committee of the Whole for local

Government

Julie Pioch, PRP

Michigan State University Extension
Updated October 2013

A committee is typically a subset (one or more people) of a board assigned by appointment to
investigate certain matters of importance to the government unit. A committee does not carry
with it the powers of the entire board, but can only carry out the functions that are prescribed
to them by the board. According to Roberts Rules of Order, Newly Revised, (11th edition), “An
assembly can also designate all of its members present to act as a committee, which is called a
committee of the whole and is distinguished from an ordinary committee” (p. 489 Il. 30-33). A
committee of the whole is different than a regular committee because it includes all of the
members of a board. It is like an ordinary committee in that the only authority a committee of
the whole has is that which is assigned to it by the board. The purpose of such a committee is to
allow all of the members of a board an opportunity to engage in informal discussion on ideas
and proposals which may eventually result in a recommendation to the board.

A Committee of the whole is used primarily by legislative bodies. Robert’s Rules of Order, Newly
Revised (RONR) provides a description of how a large board may use a committee of the whole
as an opportunity for informal discussion during a meeting (RONR (11ed.), pp 529 — 542). In
practice, committees of the whole have differed from RONR and have taken the form of a
standing committee, for which boards have developed a regular schedule of meetings, order of
business and committee rules of order. The most effective use of committee of the whole for
county boards is to combine the practice of a stand-alone committee of the whole with the
rules prescribed by RONR.

A committee of the whole may or may not take the place of other board standing committees.
Often times, there is still a need for specialized committees to perform in-depth research on a
topic or take leadership in a specific area significant to the county. The difference is that a
committee of the whole allows for the whole board to work towards common understanding of
an issue by listening and reviewing reports together in the same room at the same time.
Working in a committee of the whole can help boards reach consensus and develop
recommendations for action over a series of meetings. In a committee of the whole, formal
rules of debate such as the number of times and how long a member can speak are modified or
dispensed with altogether. Committee of the whole meetings can include listening to reports
and expert speakers and if the board allows may allow nonmembers (such as staff) to
participate in the deliberations.

Topics for recommendation are brought to a committee of the whole by a board member, a
board committee, a staff member or any other stakeholder allowed by the board. Within the
committee, board members listen to reports, ask questions of members and guests, and
request additional information or research to be done to be able to fully understand an issue.
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The primary outcome is for the board to feel they have enough information or have had enough
conversation around an issue to be able to make a recommendation to the full board for action.
Just like other committees of a board, a committee of the whole does not make final decisions.
That work is done in the regular board meeting. Votes taken in committee of the whole are
related only to recommendations and to decide if issues are ready to be taken to the board. It
may also be determined that an issue is not within the jurisdiction of the board. Decisions to
refer an issue to another board or constituent group might also be made in the committee of
the whole.

To effectively manage a committee of the whole and to make sure members have a clear
understanding of how it differs from the regular board meeting, the board should adopt some
committee rules. These rules should be formally adopted in a regular board meeting. Protocol
should be determined as to how information will flow between the committee of the whole
and the regular board meetings and who will manage that process. Here are some suggestions
for a successful committee of the whole structure:

e Determine who will be the chair of the committee. It is suggested to have someone
other than the board chair preside for several reasons: 1) the board chair could
participate in debate more freely helping to craft a recommendation when appropriate,
and if disengaged during committee conversation may be in a better position to preside
effectively during the final consideration of the issue by the board, 2)from a public
standpoint, it will be clearer to nonmembers that the meeting is in committee and not
the regular board meeting since the chair is not presiding and 3) allows an opportunity
for other members to gain some experience in presiding. Some boards assign the role of
committee chair to a certain member such as the vice-chair; some alternate the chair
assignment to different members of the group. It is up to each board to determine the
most effective option.

e Set a schedule for getting items on the agenda for committee of whole and
communicate that to all board members and staff. Determine who will be responsible
for receiving items, what descriptive information must accompany that item, how
agendas and packets will be distributed to members and by what time prior to the
meeting they should be submitted. Boards with administrative staff should determine if
this will be solely a staff function or if leadership of the board will be involved in
deciding what issues will be placed on the committee’s agenda. Whether or not you
allow things to be added to the agenda at the beginning of the committee meeting is
dependent upon the culture of your organization but should also be determined when
making your rules.

e Set atime of day and duration for the committee of the whole that allows for discussion
of issues. Be cognizant of the time allotment made for the committee of the whole and
don’t load too much work into one meeting. Conversely, adjust the length of the
meeting if there are many items to work through. Over time, boards develop their own
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best practices once they get comfortable with the workflow and timing of committee of
the whole meetings.

Determine if you want all board issues to go through committee of the whole before
going to the full board for action. If such a policy is set make sure that the timing of your
meetings is such that issues can be discussed in committee and taken up at a board
meeting in a logical time fashion. A board can suspend the rules if an issue needs
immediate action, however timing a committee of the whole the same day or a few
days prior to a board meeting can remediate this situation before it happens. For
example, committee of the whole is set for two hours prior to the regular monthly
board meeting. The board has decided that all items ready to move from committee to
the board get placed on the agenda on the following month’s meeting agenda which
allows time for preparing the agenda, notice etc. However, if an urgent issue arises
which needs action that month, the issue can be discussed in committee then
immediately taken to the board for action that same day if the board allows it. If taken
to the board that evening, any prepared agenda would need to be amended.

Make sure there is clarity in reporting for other standing or special committees, that is,
are committee reports heard in committee of the whole or during the regular board
meeting. This may change depending on the nature of the report. For example, if a
special committee is making a final recommendation for action, that report would likely
come directly to the board meeting but if the committee is making a status report or
asking for input from other members on direction or next steps that may fit better into
the committee of the whole agenda.

Public boards governed by Michigan’s Open Meetings Act must provide public notice of
the meetings of the committee of the whole because a majority of the board members
will be present. No official actions are made in committee of the whole; however,
recommendations may be made to not take something to the board. The press will be
eager to attend committee of the whole meetings because that is where a great deal of
the real debate on issues important to them will be done. Boards should be very open
with the press and public about the timing of these meetings. It is up to the board
whether or not they have public comment as an item on the agenda of the committee
of the whole. Because of the informal nature of the meeting, audiences have been seen
to join in on the deliberations; boards should be diligent in making sure the audience
understands proper meeting protocol.

When a contentious issue comes before the committee where consensus on a particular
recommendation cannot be reached or where a majority determines that it should not
be recommended for adoption, the issue should still be taken to the regular board
meeting so that the board can vote on its final disposition. The motion placed before the
board should always be phrased in the positive where yes means yes and no means no.
During debate on the motion, the majority and minority opinions heard in committee
should be succinctly voiced then a vote taken on the issue for final resolution. This does
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not mean that the motion could not be amended from its original form during debate in
the board meeting - the point here is to bring things to the board for a vote so that
there can be action or closure and not leave issues unresolved in committee.

e The use of a consent agenda in a board meeting is an efficient way to carry information
forward from committee of the whole to the board. Issues that have been thoroughly
discussed, are routine, or otherwise not in need of further debate can be placed on the
consent agenda for quick approval allowing time in the board meeting for other
important matters.

In summary, using a committee of the whole to allow for in-depth, informal consideration of
topics can be useful to county boards. Although the use of a committee of a whole as a
standing committee differs from what is described in RONR (11" edition), the committee of the
whole carries with it the same characteristics and serves the board in a similar way. A
committee of the whole should not become a bottleneck where business gets stuck. Rather the
use of this form of committee should expedite business by encouraging valuable discussion of
the issues, provide a forum where members and staff can bounce ideas to get feedback and
create excitement about opportunities to improve programs and services. Rules for a
committee of the whole should be practical and meetings scheduled in a timely fashion. A
board will develop their own patterns for workflow and timing over time and should modify
their committee rules as they develop to be most effective. Two positive outcomes that come
from effective use of a committee of the whole are 1) the opportunity for greater input from
board members and stakeholders yielding better board decision making and 2) increased
transparency of the decision-making process.
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