
Drafting Legislation 
The Process of Passing Legislation, 
Tracking Legislation, and Writing 

Legislation 



How a Bill Becomes a Law 
● Bills may originate in either the Senate or the House of Delegates.
● A Senator or Delegate, as requested by constituents, prepares to introduce legislation. (For example: 

Permitting the governing bodies of localities to prohibit the sale and use of certain fireworks)
● The Senator or Delegate then explains exactly the proposal he/she has in mind to a staff attorney in the 

Division of Legislative Services. A staff attorney checks existing law and the constitutionality of the proposed 
legislation.

● The bill is then drafted by the Division of Legislative Services. Draft copies of the bill are made and delivered 
to the Senator or Delegate.

● The member signs his/her name on the bill and introduces it by laying the original and duplicate copies on 
the desk of the Clerk (of the Senate or of the House of Delegates). 

● The bill is ordered printed and referred by the Senate Clerk or the House Speaker to the appropriate 
Standing Committee. (The Senate has 11 Standing Committees and the House of Delegates has 14 Standing 
Committees.)

● The members of the Committee -in public session- study, discuss, and vote on the bill.
● The Committee then reports (“approves”) the bill, with or without amendments, to the originating body 

(Senate or House of Delegates).



● The Constitution, within Article IV, Section 11, requires that every bill have three readings on three calendar 
days.

○ First Reading: The bill title is printed in the Calendar (the daily printed agenda of business) or is 
read by the Clerk.

○ Second Reading: The next day the bill title appears in its respective Calendar. Bills are considered in 
the order in which they appear in the Calendar. The Clerk of the Senate/House of Delegates reads 
the title of the bill.

■ A bill on second reading is amendable. Any amendments are taken up and agreed to or 
rejected. By voice vote, the bill is engrossed and passed to its third reading.

■ A bill that has passed the second reading with or without amendments is engrossed
■ If amendments are adopted, the bill is rewritten with amendments included and reprinted 

in its engrossed form for passage.
○ Third Reading: The next day, the engrossed bill title appears in the calendar on third reading. The 

bill is read by title by the Clerk. By a recorded vote, the bill is passed.
● Communication: When passed, the bill is sent to the other house for its consideration.
● In the other body's chamber: The bill goes through substantially the same procedure as it did in the 

originating body.
● The bill is read by title a first time, then the bill is referred to a Standing Committee, considered and reported 

by the Standing Committee, read a second time and a third time before passage by a constitutional majority.
● If there are differences between the Senate and House versions of the bill, a Committee of Conference is 

created to resolve them.
● After the bill has been passed by both houses of the General Assembly, it is printed as an enrolled 

bill, and examined and signed by the presiding officer of each house.

http://constitution.legis.virginia.gov/Constitution.htm#4S11


● The bill is sent to the Governor for approval, where the Governor may 1) sign the bill into law; 2) amend the 
bill and return it to the General Assembly for approval; 3) veto the bill and return it to the General Assembly, 
where the House of Delegates and the Senate may override the veto by a two-thirds vote of both houses; or, 
4) take no action and the bill becomes law without the Governor’s signature.

● After being signed by the Governor, the bill is sent to the Clerk of the House of Delegates (Keeper of the Rolls 
of the Commonwealth) and is assigned a Chapter number. All Chapters of a Session are compiled and 
bound as the Acts of Assembly.

● Bills enacted at a Regular Session (or the Reconvened Session which follows) are effective the 1st day 
of July following adjournment of the Regular Session, unless another date is specified.

● Bills enacted at a Special Session (or Reconvened Session) are effective the 1st day of the fourth month 
following the adjournment of the Special Session, unless another date is specified.

● The General Appropriations Act is usually effective July 1st and Emergency Acts become effective when 
signed by the Governor.



Researching Legislation and Bill Ideas 

● Know your laws!
● Know other bills that propose similar 

changes!
● Know your topic!



Where Do I Start?
● Think of a topic you are passionate about or an example of injustice you 

have read about (ex. Virginia does not have a parole system, should it?). 
● Search Virginia Code to look at current laws (maybe you bill will seek to 

amend current laws, repeal current laws, or create a new law)
● Google policy groups and experts who specialize on this topic 
● Check if any existing bills cover this issue → it might be easier to support 

an existing bill than write a new one 
● Try to determine a delegate or senator who would be a good sponsor



Tracking a Bill 
● Go the Virginia General Assembly’s website to search for bills for whatever 

session you wish to look at (2018, 2019, 2020, etc.)
● https://virginiageneralassembly.gov
● Use the link above 

https://virginiageneralassembly.gov


Tracking a Bill 

Select “Bills 
and 
Resolutions” 
and then hit 
“Go” to explore 



 

Virginia Code, 
read through 
it to discover 
areas that 
you might 
want to 
change!

Gives a brief 
synopsis of 
the bill, the 
bill itself, and 
a summary 
of its 
progress 
through the 
General 
Assembly 
(passage or 
failure to 
pass). 

Search 
keywords, bill 
numbers (HB 
2203 or SB 
207), 
committee 
names, etc.

Links to 
meetings, 
committees, 
House 
Minutes, 
Senate 
Minutes, 
statistics, etc.



Use these search 
links to search for 
bills you might be 
interested in. The 
“By Committee” 
link takes you to 
the Committee the 
bill is in. The “By 
subject” link takes 
you to bills that are 
along a similar 
theme. The “By 
Member” link takes 
you to bills 
submitted by 
certain Delegates 
or Senators. 
Remember, HB 
stands for House 
Bill and SB stands 
for Senate Bill. 



Link to the actual 
language of the 
bill. Go to the 
latest version.

Name(s) of person 
(people) who 
proposed the bill. 
Click “all patrons” to 
see full list.

Brief 
summary 
of the bill.

List of any 
amendments 
made to the bill 
during the 
session.Gives a full history of the 

bill and its movements 
through the General 
Assembly.



Read the actual 
bill language to 
familiarize 
yourself with the 
Virginia Code 
and what the bill 
is trying to 
change.



Also Look Up the Virginia Code
https://law.lis.virginia.gov/vacode/

https://law.lis.virginia.gov/vacode/


Let’s Practice Tracking  HB 1622 
http://lis.virginia.gov/cgi-bin/legp604.exe?191+sum+HB1622

● Who was this bill’s patron?
● Did it start in the House or Senate? HB means the bill started in the House 

and SB means the bill started in the Senate.
● What was the committee or sub-committee’s decision? When did this 

happen?
● Did it pass the House? When did this happen?
● Did it pass the Senate? When did this happen?
● Was it signed into law by the Governor? When did this happen?

http://lis.virginia.gov/cgi-bin/legp604.exe?191+sum+HB1622


Legislative Drafting 
● Write simply and carefully

○ deliberate , intentional, and clear wording 

● Write purposefully 
● Research efficiently 

○ rudimentary understanding of the issue your legislation addresses
○ Awareness of time constraints/deadlines 
○ See if there is other related legislation 
○ Find relevant background material about the bill topic

● Ask for clarification from the office sponsoring the bill 
● Read through others’ legislation to develop our own drafting style 



Legislative Drafting 
A properly prepared bill consists of: 

1) A bill number (assigned);

2) Sponsorship;  

● At least one individual sponsor or committee 

3) A title;

● General statement/summary. 

4) An enacting clause;

5) The body of the bill**

 



Body of the Bill 
● The body of the bill sets forth the material intended to be enacted.  The 

purposes may be one or any combination of the following:
○ enactment of new substantive law, amendment of existing law, appropriation of funds, 

adoption of new material to a specific chapter, repeal of existing law 

● Bill sections:
○ The body of the bill should be divided into sections of convenient length.  Short sections 

facilitate reference to particular provisions.  Generally, each distinct proposition should 
be in a separate section, which, in turn, may be divided into subdivisions, if necessary. 

○ May need a section with relevant definitions/explanation of terminology, section for 
actual lawmaking, and then a section on the bill will be funded

● Begin bill with preamble explaining the reasons for the bill
● Bill should be presented like a legal document 





Finding a Representative Sponsor 
● Within the General Assembly, there are legislators who stake out a certain 

area for legislative intervention 
○ Ex. Senator X almost exclusively writes bills related to area Y, so Senator Z does not write 

bills in area Y

● Try to figure out who this legislator is 



Talking to a Representative/Finding a Sponsor 
Call the representative: The purpose of this phone call is to gauge reaction and see who might help us in 
the future. If the representative is opposed, be sure to discuss problem areas so we can prepare for 
opposition. 

Before you call:
● Do a little research on the representative. See if you can predict how they will react to the idea of 

medical accuracy
● See what they’ve done recently so you can compliment them on any recent accomplishments

When you call:
● Don’t say Mr. or Mrs., say Delegate or Senator
● Introduce yourself

○ If you are in their constituency, tell them!
○ Say you go to UVA and you are involved in an organization called Legislators of Tomorrow
○ Legislators of Tomorrow is a bipartisan organization that aims to get students involved in the 

legislative process in Virginia. We focus on issues that affect students
● Be polite. Listen to concerns they might have and respect opinions.

After you call:
● Send an email or note thanking them for taking the time to talk to you.



Lobbying
Themes and Objectives



What is Lobbying?
● Lobbying is any attempt by individuals or private interest groups to 

influence government decisions.

○ Want to influence lawmakers who decide on legislation

● It is protected by the First Amendment 



Skills for Lobbying Government
https://fod-infobase-com.proxy01.its.virginia.edu/p_ViewVideo.aspx?xtid=93378

https://fod-infobase-com.proxy01.its.virginia.edu/p_ViewVideo.aspx?xtid=93378


Lobbying Tips
● Practice presenting in everyday life 

○ Try to convince people you have the best option 

● Know your allies and opponents
● Know the bill you’re advocating for
● Put your analytical and critical thinking skills to work!


