
308    Congressional Procedures and the Policy Process

It is sometimes necessary to invoke cloture multiple times in connection 
with a single piece of legislation. In 2009, for example, then Majority Leader 
Reid had to win three key cloture votes on health care reform to achieve 
the measure’s passage and to deny the GOP’s goal of preventing the bill’s 
enactment before Christmas on the theory that citizen protests over the holi-
days would weaken Senate Democratic support for the health care reform 
bill. A summary of why the Senate voted for cloture three times on health 
care overhaul is useful to review. First, Senator Reid knew that the Senate’s 
health proposal would contain tax provisions; however, the Constitution 
requires the House to originate revenue-raising measures. To comply with 
the Constitution, Reid took a House-passed tax bill (H.R. 3590) and used a 
“shell bill” strategy to win passage of the Senate’s version of health reform 
legislation. Once the two Senate panels of jurisdiction (the Finance and the 
Health, Education, Labor, and Pensions Committees) reported their health 
care reform bills, Senator Reid melded their products into an alternative 
proposal (called a complete substitute). He then deleted the text contained 
in H.R. 3590 (keeping the bill number) and replaced it with his health plan. 

BOX 7.4  �Ending a Senate Filibuster on a Bill or 
Amendment

Process to Invoke Cloture

Day 1: Motion signed by 16 members and presented to the Senate.

Day 2: First-degree amendments are to be filed by 1 p.m.

Day 3: Second-degree amendments are to be filed until 1 hour before the 
cloture vote.

A three-fifths vote of the Senate 60 votes if no more than one vacancy) 
is required to invoke cloture on legislation in the 100-member chamber. 
The support of two-thirds of those voting is required to invoke cloture on 
proposals to change Senate rules. 

Effects of Invoking Cloture

•• Thirty-hour debate limit with time counted for votes, quorum calls, and 
other matters.

•• Amendments must be germane.
•• One hour of debate per senator.
•• Presiding officer can rule out dilatory motions on his or her own initiative 

without waiting for a point of order to be made.
•• The measure on which cloture has been invoked remains the unfinished 

business of the Senate, to the exclusion of all other business.


