
How a Bill Becomes a Law  
(in Pennsylvania) 

How does a bill become a law in the 
Pennsylvania state government? 



What does our state  Constitution say 
about setting up laws? 

•  As we have talked about 
in past classes, the PA 
General Assembly has 
the sole power to create 
laws 
–  PA Constitution of 1968 

•  The process is 
intentionally complex & 
requires all part to work 
together 
–  Much more then the 

process in DC 



Introduction of the Bill 
•  The bill can come from a  

variety of sources: 
–  Individual citizens,  
–  Special interest groups 
–  Corporations / business 

 
•  Bill ideas are sent to the 

Legislative Reference Bureau 
–  Written up 
–  Placed in blue folders 

(“bluebacks”) 
 
•  A bill can start in either the 

House or the Senate 
–  Presented by the Chief Clerk 



The Bill is Assigned to Committee 

•  Both the House and 
Senate has standing 
committees that consider 
new bills 

 
•  Each committee has two 

leaders who try to edit the 
bill so it will pass on the 
floor (similar to DC) 
–  Chairperson (Majority) 
–  Ranking Member 

(Minority) 

•  “pigeonhole” 
–  Kill the bill in committee 



The Bill Goes from Committee to Caucus 

•  Each House has party caucuses 
that consider bills as well 
–  Caucus = members of a 

political party who offer 
support / advice to their party 
members 

 
•  Both parties meet separately to 

consider whether or not they 
will support the bill 

•  Support =  
–  Vote for the bill when it comes 

to the main floor 
•  Reject = 

–  Vote against the bill when it 
comes to the main floor 



The Caucus Chairpersons  
(PA House of Representatives) 

• The party caucus 
chairpersons are 
responsible for 
running caucus 
meetings and 
coordinating 
support for or 
against bills 

House Republican 
Caucus Chairwoman 
Sandra Major (R-111th 
District) 

House Democratic Caucus 
Chairmen Dan Frankel 
(D-23rd District) 



The Bill is Reported To the Floor 

•  If the bill is passed by 
the committee, it is sent 
to the whole House for 
debate and vote 
–  “reported the bill 

favorably to the floor.” 
–  Assigned three (3) days 

for intro., debate, and 
vote 

•  The Speaker 
determines which bills 
are discussed and for 
how long. 
–  Debate 
–  Voting   



The Party “Whips” 
• The party “whips” 
are responsible for 
“whipping up” 
support for bills 
before the House 

House Majority Whip 
Stan Saylor (R-94th 
District) 

House Minority 
Whip Mike Hanna 
(D-76th District) 



The Bill Goes to the Senate 
•  The bill is sent to the PA 

Senate 
 
•  As in the House, the bill 

must be referred to the 
appropriate standing 
committee 
–  Committees hold hearings 

& make changes to the bill 

•  Caucus meetings are also 
held for party support 

•  The committee than 
‘reports’ the bill to the 
Senate floor 



The Caucus Chairperson 
• The party caucus 
chairpersons are 
responsible for 
running caucus 
meetings and 
coordinating 
support for or 
against bills 

Senate Democratic 
Caucus Chairmen 
Richard Kasunic 
(D-52nd District) 

Senate Republican 
Caucus Chairmen Mike 
Waugh (D-28th 
District) 



The Party “Whips” 
• The party “whips” 
are responsible for 
“whipping up” 
support for bills 
before the Senate 

Senate Majority Whip 
Pat Browne (R-16th 
District) 

Senate Minority Whip 
Anthony H. Williams 
(D-8th District) 



Debating in the House / Senate 

•  In the House, debates are 
limited by time 
–  Speaker of the House keeps 

things moving 
 
•  Debate in the Senate is 

unlimited.  
–  Filibusters can be used to 

block bills (endless debate) 
–  Filibuster can be voted to an 

end 
 

•  Similar to the procedures in 
the US House / Senate in 
DC 



Both Houses Must Pass the Bill 

•  A simple majority in 
both houses is needed 
to pass the bill (51%) 

 
•  In the House:  

–  104 votes are needed 
 

•  In the Senate:  
–  26 votes are needed 



Differences Between Houses Must Be Reconciled 

•  What happens when each house 
passes its own bill? 

•  Any differences must be ironed 
out 
–  Compromise 
 

•  The bill is considered by a 
conference committee, made up 
of both House and Senate 
members 
–  Sends the combined bill back 

to both houses. 
–  Both Houses must vote on the 

compromised bill 
–  Both the Speaker & President 

Pro Tempe must sign it  



The Bill is Sent to the Governor 
•  The president has several 

options when it comes to 
turning the bill into law 

•  Options: 
–  Can sign the bill 
–  Can veto or reject the bill (all 

or part of it) 
–  Not act on the bill at all 

•  If the Assembly is in session, 
the bill becomes law after 10 
days 

•  If Assembly is not in session, 
the bill dies after 10 days.  
–  “pocket veto” 



The Governor and the  Line Item Veto 
•  The governor can also exercise 

the power of his Line-Item 
Veto 

•  Line-Item Veto = a veto that 
removes parts of a bill and 
sends them back for review 
–  Not the whole bill 

•  Allows the governor to cut 
out unnecessary 
amendments without 
destroy the whole bill 
–  Common with governors in 

most states  



The Bill Becomes Law over the Veto 

•  If the governor vetoes or 
line-item vetoes a bill or 
parts of a bill, both 
Houses can reconsider the 
bill. 
–  Two-thirds (67%) of both 

Houses are needed to 
override the governor’s veto. 

•  In the House: 136 votes 
are needed  

•  In the Senate: 33 votes are 
needed 

 


