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it becomes privileged business on the second and fourth Mondays of the 
month (but not during the last 6 days of a session). Any member who 
signed the petition may be recognized to offer the discharge motion. When 
the motion is called up, debate is limited to 20 minutes, divided between 
proponents and opponents. If the discharge motion is rejected, the bill is 
not eligible again for discharge during that session. If the discharge motion 
prevails, any member who signed the petition can make a motion to call 
up the bill for immediate consideration. It then becomes the business of 
the House until it is disposed of. A vote against immediate consideration 
assigns the bill to the appropriate calendar, with the same rights as any bill 
reported from committee.

Few measures are discharged from committee. From 1931 through 2011 
(which roughly coincides with the period during which the modern version 
of the rule has been in effect), 628 discharge petitions were filed, but only 
47 attracted the required signatures and only 19 bills were discharged and 
passed by the House (see Table 4.3).73 Of those, only three became law: the 
Fair Labor Standards Act of 1938, the Federal Pay Raise Act of 1960, and 
the Bipartisan Campaign Reform Act of 2002.

Several factors account for the general failure of the discharge procedure. 
Members are reluctant to second-guess a committee’s right to consider a bill. 
The discharge rule violates normal legislative routine, and even members 
who support a bill blocked in committee may refuse to sign a discharge 
petition for this reason. Committees, too, may nullify the discharge attempt 
by reporting the bill. Because it no longer has the measure, the committee 
cannot be discharged.

Table 4.3  Proceedings Under the House Discharge Rule, 2005 Through 2011
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109 (2005–2007) 18 0 0 0 0 0

110 (2007–2009) 18 0 0 0 0 0

111 (2009–2011) 13 0 0 0 0 0

Totals (2005–2011) 49 0 0 0 0 0

Totals since 1931 628 47 31 26 19 4

Source: House Final Calendar for the Congress indicated. Compiled by Christopher Davis, 
Congressional expert, Congressional Research Service.




