UNFINISHED BUSINESS, OLD BUSINESS, NEW BUSINESS

Whose Business is it?
By Robert A. Richert, DTM


I’m sure that you have heard the terms, Old Business, Unfinished Business, and New Business.  They are parliamentary procedures for the handling of specific matters during business meetings within Toastmasters and other organizations.  Within this context the term business implies that one or more actions are going to be taken up and resolved by the assembly.  This usually mean that a motion will be made and a vote taken.  Unfortunately, Old Business, Unfinished Business, and New Business are seldom practiced correctly during Toastmasters club business meetings.  They are quite frequently misused for general discussion, making announcements and statements, or asking questions instead of their intended purposes.  According to our Toastmasters Club Constitution and By-laws, Article IX, Section 1, "Roberts Rules of Order, Newly Revised shall be the final authority as to parliamentary procedure."  Toastmasters International encourages its members to learn and practice correct parliamentary procedure.  Therefore, it is incumbent upon us to understand the proper usage of these three business meeting functions. 

What is the difference between Old Business and Unfinished Business?  Both of the above terms have to do with matters brought forth at a previous meeting.  According to Robert’s Rules, Old Business means that your group is “…reconsidering matters already disposed of and Unfinished Business means that you are continuing with matters which are currently not completed.”
OLD BUSINESS:  During the business meeting under whichever is agenda item is appropriate; Officer Reports or Announcements, any member may ask the presiding officer to reconsider a formerly resolved issue.  Unforeseen things happen, things change, and sometimes matters disposed or resolved under past circumstances may need to be revisited.  Old Business is the re-visitation of a previously resolved issue.  If Old Business is brought to the floor, the presiding officer may ask for a motion to vote upon whether or not to reopen the matter and then proceed from there.  If the presiding officer senses that the club is in favor of revisiting the previously disposed matter, she may state, “Is there any objection if the club revisits this matter at this time?”  If there is no objection, she may move forward and take up the matter.  If even one person objects, the club must move to vote on whether to revisit the matter.  
UNFINISHED BUSINESS:  This parliamentary function is more complicated than Old Business.  How many times have you heard a club president ask the membership “Is there any Unfinished Business”?  Next, for example, a member will raise a hand and say something like, “Madame President, after the meeting last week, some of us discussed having a joint meeting with another club.  We think this is something our club should consider”.  In this example, both the president and member demonstrate incorrect usage of parliamentary procedure.  Following is an explanation of Unfinished Business along with examples.  
Occasionally during a club business meeting a matter or motion is considered, but due to time constraints or other factors, the matter ends up unresolved.  Unfinished Business is a matter that was left unresolved at a previous meeting.  It is the responsibility of the secretary to record every announced motion or matter of club business in the Minutes.  In this situation, he or she and makes a notation that the matter was unresolved and has been postponed.  Before the next meeting agenda is put together, the secretary reminds the president that a matter was left unresolved during the previous meeting, and that it needs to be addressed.  Unfinished Business is then added to the agenda for the next meeting at which the president decides the matter/motion will be taken up.  It is an option not a rule, but information about the unresolved issue should be e-mailed to every club member in advance of the meeting in which the matter is to be resolved.  Not only is this common courtesy, but it affords members the opportunity to contemplate the matter and do whatever else may be necessary to address it properly.  
At the next meeting under Unfinished Business on the agenda, it is inappropriate for the president to ask the membership at large if there is any Unfinished Business.  That was the mistake made in the example above.  Instead, when the agenda item comes up, the president calls upon the secretary—and no one else—to bring this item of Unfinished Business, as recorded in previous meeting minutes, to the club’s attention!  After the secretary announces the Unfinished Business, the president calls for it to be debated and resolved, or possibly postponed again.  This, and only this, is the essence of Unfinished Business.  In summary Unfinished Business is:

· A motion or matter that was discussed at a previous meeting, but was left unresolved. 

· The unresolved matter is recorded in the Minutes.
· Optional; members are notified in advance that Unfinished Business will be on the agenda, along with the details about matters to be brought forth. 

· At the next meeting under Unfinished Business on the agenda, the president calls upon the secretary to announce the postponed matter.  

· The matter/motion is stated, discussed, and resolved or postponed again.  
Unfinished Business is a narrowly defined task.  When properly administered, it will seldom be part of a given business meeting.  Nonetheless, it is an important and useful tool because upon occasion, an important matter will be postponed and must be resolved at a future date.
What is a Motion?  A motion is a formal proposal by a member of a deliberative assembly that the assembly take certain action.  The motion must be seconded by a club member before it is discussed and then called for a vote by the presiding officer.  A motion must receive a majority of ‘ayes’ to pass.  If there is a tie in the vote, the motion fails.
NEW BUSINESS:  Like Unfinished Business, New Business is poorly understood and frequently misused.  If New Business is listed on the agenda, the president asks the membership “Is there any New Business?”  Now let’s suppose the member responds with an announcement, statement, or question; for example, “Madame President, are we having an Executive Committee meeting next week?”  In this situation, the member’s response, a question, is incorrect parliamentary procedure.  The president should ask the member if he or she intends to make a motion.  If the member says no, the president politely states that the question is not in order and advises him or her to bring it up under Announcements.  

New Business serves only one purpose and one purpose only; to provide a member the opportunity to make a motion for the club to vote to take action in some way.  Before calling for a motion, a member is entitled to explain his or her purpose in making it.  However, New Business is not to be used for making announcements, general statements, or asking questions unless a resultant motion is made.  During the business meeting under New Business on the agenda, the president asks the membership "Is there any New Business?"  The proper response from a member is, “Mr. or Madame President, I move that…”  Next, the president follows parliamentary procedure for handling the motion.  This, and only this, is the essence of New Business.  

Old Business, Unfinished Business, and New Business are narrowly defined tasks designed for specific purposes.  Both are important functions within a business meeting.  Unfortunately, these three parliamentary functions are widely misunderstood and frequently misused for making announcements or general statements.  I recommend the club add ‘Announcements’ to each agenda.  Members must be informed that this is the place for questions, general statements, and other matters not subject to a vote.  
All club leaders and members should learn the proper uses of Old Business, Unfinished Business, and New Business, and practice using them correctly.
