


As we enter a new Legislative Session, I thought it would be a good time to review the 

legislative process in Massachusetts, how a bill moves, and why we ask you to take 

action on the same issue multiple times. There are many steps and many variables, so 

please keep that in mind as we move forward. This is a very simplified version of how a 

bill becomes law.  

 

Unlike many of the states around us, Massachusetts has a full time, year-round 

legislative body, meaning that being a State Senator or Representative is considered a 

full-time job. There are 200 lawmakers that make up the legislature – 40 Senators and 

160 Representatives.  

 

Massachusetts runs a 2-year legislative session, starting on the 1st Wednesdays of the 

Month in the odd year. Therefore, we are just entering a new session that will run from 

January 2, 2019 through December 31, 2020. 

 

The House and the Senate hold their swearing in ceremonies the first week of session, 

and each body agrees to temporarily adopt the rules of operation from the last session. 

The rules are there to help guide them in their work, procedure and process. Both the 

House and the Senate have their own set of rules and will debate and discuss them in 

late January. Usually they have their rules in place for how they will operate for the 

session by early February. 

 

In early February, we usually start to see committee assignments. The committees are 

made up of a small group of lawmakers who usually have a history or interest in them. 

There are joint House and Senate Committees, where members of both the House and 

Senate sit; there are also just House committees and just Senate committees. If you are 

interested in seeing the di4erent types of committees, you can visit 

www.malegislature.gov and click on Committees. 

 

The leader of the House is called the Speaker. For this year’s session, Speaker Robert 

DeLeo of Winthrop was elected by the House to once again be the leader of the House. 

The leader of the Senate is called the President. For this year’s session, Senate 

President Karen Spilka of Ashland was elected by the Senate to once again be the 

leader of the Senate. 

 

In early February, both the Speaker and the Senate President will begin assigning 

members of their respective chambers to leadership positions as well as to lead and 

work on committees. There were a few key members of leadership in both the House 

and Senate that lost their primaries in September so there will be quite a bit of change 

in the House and Senate Leadership this year, as well as key committee leads. 

State Legislative Process 



For this example, we’re going to use our upcoming priority healthcare bill – Prescription 

Transparency – as the example. Most of the ACS CAN priority bills follow this path as they are 

healthcare related. 

 

Marc, our Government Relations Director, identifies lawmakers that would make good 

sponsors of a bill, and meets with them prior to the start of the new session to see if they are 

interested in sponsoring the bill. O=en times we find a House and a Senate sponsor and have 

the same bill filed in both bodies. This gives it a better chance of moving through the entire 

process. 

 

Once a sponsor is identified, Marc works with them to create the language for how the bill 

would be worded. The legislative sponsor files the bill by the 3rd Friday in January. The 

majority of the bills for the 2 year session must be filed by this deadline, with an exception for 

bills addressing emergency situations that arise, such as the gas explosions in the Andover 

area. When the bill is filed, it is given a docket number. If a member of the House is the co-

sponsor than it’s filed in the House. If a member of the Senate is the co-sponsor than it’s filed 

in the Senate. 

 

All the bills are reviewed and sometime between March and May they are assigned to the 

committee of jurisdiction, meaning the committee that should be in charge of deciding the 

next steps for the bill. In the case of our Rx Transparency bill, the committee of jurisdiction 

will most likely be the Joint Committee on Public Health. 

 

A public hearing is scheduled for each bill, with the opportunity for supporters or opponents 

to testify regarding their position. The committee then marks up (edits) the bill and decides 

the next steps. It can be released from committee as a Senate bill, a House bill, or Sent to 

Study – which mean the bill is dead. 

 

Once the bill is released, lets say as a Senate bill, it can either go to a Senate only committee 

or to Senate to take up on their schedule and vote on. If the Senate votes on the bill and 

passes it, it goes to the House for them to vote on. If the House makes changes to it, and then 

passes it, the a few members from both the House and Senate are assigned to a conference 

committee to work out and negotiate the di4erences in the bills. Once these di4erences are 

resolved, the Senate would vote to adopt the bill with the changes, then the House would do 

the same. The bill would then be enacted (basically a confirmation vote that they do want to 

pass this bill) in the Senate and then the House. Once a bill is enacted, it goes to the Governor 

for his signature. 

 

The governor has 10 days to sign a bill, veto a bill (say he doesn’t want to sign it and send it 

back to the Legislature), or let it pass into law without his signature. This last option is used 

mostly when a bill passes with a large majority, but the Governor doesn’t agree with it. He 

doesn’t want his signature on it, but knows that the legislature could override his veto with 

2/3 majority vote.  
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During any of these steps, the bill could be sent to study, not pass a vote, or just sit and die 

because there is no time to vote on it at the end of session. This is why we ask you to take 

multiple actions and contact your lawmaker’s multiple times about the same bill. It can take 

up to 10 actions for a bill to be passed into law. This is also why we celebrate every positive 

step a bill takes! It’s a lot of hard work, and we couldn’t do it without our amazing volunteers 

taking action every time we ask. 

 

State Budget Process: 

The budget is the one bill that must pass every year, not every session. It’s process is similar, 

but moves faster along a di4erent timeline than other bills. 

The Governor kicks o4 state budget season by releasing a detailed Fiscal Year (FY) 2020 budget 

proposal in late January. The Governor's proposal begins an important process of determining 

what we as a Commonwealth hope to do together through our government and detailing how 

we will pay for those things. Key subsequent steps in the process: 

• In April, the House will debate and approve its FY 2020 budget proposal. 

• In May, the Senate does the same. 

• In June, a joint House/Senate conference committee reconciles di4erences between these 

two budgets. 

• The final budget plan, which requires the Governor's signature, will ideally be completed 

by July 1st, the beginning of FY 2020. 

• The Governor can veto specific lines of the budget, and then the legislature will have to 

vote to override those vetoes. 

State Budget Process 


