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the Congressional Record, or dispense with the reading of amendments. 
From its beginning, the Senate provided an environment conducive for 
simple unanimous consent. Its small size, few rules, and informality encour-
aged the rise of this practice. Several of the Senate’s early rules even incor-
porated unanimous consent provisions to speed the Senate’s routine 
business. For example, a Senate rule adopted on April 16, 1789, stated:

Every bill shall receive three readings to its being passed; and the President [of 
the Senate] shall give notice at each, whether it be first, second, or third; which 
readings shall be on three different days, unless the Senate unanimously directs 
otherwise.

Complex Unanimous Consent Agreements. Complex unanimous con-
sent agreements establish a tailor-made procedure for handling virtually 
anything considered on the Senate floor: bills, joint resolutions, simple 
resolutions, concurrent resolutions, amendments, nominations, conference 
reports, and treaties. Fundamentally, the Senate operates much differently 
with them than without them. As two Senate parliamentarians wrote: 
“Whereas the Senate Rules permit virtually unlimited debate, and very few 
restrictions on the right to offer amendments, these agreements usually 
limit time for debate and the right of Senators to offer amendments.”79 In 
effect, unanimous consent agreements are a form of voluntary cloture, as 
Table 6.2 shows. Senators generally accept the debate and amendment 
restrictions common to most unanimous consent agreements largely for 

Table 6.2  Purposes and Features of a Complex Unanimous Consent Agreement

Broad Purposes General Features

Impose time limits on debate Is a negotiated contract accepted by all 
senators

Expedite scheduling the Senate’s 
workload

Can be changed only by another 
unanimous consent agreement

Establish predictability and permit 
flexibility

Is comprehensive or partial in character

Limits debate on measures and any 
motions related thereto

Structures the amendment process

May require the relevancy of 
amendments

Waives points of order




