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§ German Politics

§ The Federal System

§ Political Parties

§ Electoral System

§ Coalition Building

§ The Current Parliament

Introduction to Germany
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German Federalism
§ Federal, Parliamentary Republic (Bund)

§ 16 states (Länder)

§ City States

§ Bavaria > Bremen



German Federalism
§ In Germany, political power is shared between the central 

government and the governments of the 16 states

§ Federalism => Union of separate states within an 
overreaching political system, territorial division of power

§ 10 states in the West
§ 6 states in the East

§ State Jurisdiction => education, law enforcement, etc.

§ The Länder are unique!
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German Federalism
§ Richest:

§ Hamburg
§ Bremen
§ Bayern/Bavaria
§ Hessen/Hesse
§ Baden-Würtemberg

§ Poorest:

§ Mecklenburg-
Vorpommern

§ Saxony-Anhalt
§ Thuringia
§ Brandenburg
§ Saxony/Sachsen
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§ Most Populated:

§ Nortdrhein-Westfalen (north Rhine-
Westphalia)  

§ Bayern (Bavaria)
§ Baden Würrtemberg

§ Least Populated:

§ Bremen
§ Saarland
§ Mecklenburg-Vorpommern (western 

Pomerania)

Area/Population
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Area/Population
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Fiscal and Political Decentralization

German Federalism



9

§ Central institutes of the Federal government:

§ Bundestag (Parliament)

Germany’s Parliamentary System

§ Bundesrat (Federal Council)

§ Chancellor => Chief executive + head of state
§ President => Ceremonial role (mostly)

§ The German Basic Law (Grundgesetz) states that 
Germany is a welfare state (unemployment benefits, 
state benefits for the sick, poor & disabled)



The Bundestag
§ The German Parliament/Legislative branch 

(lower house)

§ Established by the Basic Law, 1949 => heir to the 
Reichstag

§ Tasks: 
§ legislation + overseeing government 
§ Elects the Chancellor 
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§ Parliamentary Democracy: leader of the state 
(Chancellor) is elected by the legislature, not 
directly by the people



§ Coalition governments are the rule in Germany
§ The ‘5% hurdle’ => Threshold to avoid fragmentation in parliament (lesson from the 

Weimar republic)

§ 598 base seats, now 709, directly elected by citizens every 4 years
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The Bundestag
§ Proportional representation (traditionally 

done in continental Europe)

§ Small parties are also represented in 
proportion to the mandate given to them  



§ Proportional representation + Single member 
districts => Hybrid electoral system of 
personalized proportional representation

§ Constituencies (Left side): Choosing a 
candidate to represent the district in the 
Bundestag

§ The candidate with the majority of the votes 
wins

§ 299 constituencies in Germany (half the seats 
in the Bundestag)
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Electoral System



§ Hybrid Electoral Rules =>

§ Political Parties (right side of the form)

§ Parties put together lists of candidates

§ Votes are aggregated nationwide

§ Results determine which candidates
occupy the remaining 299 seats (party 
representatives)
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Electoral System 



§ What if Germans split their votes? vote for a candidate from one party 
(to represent the district) and for a different party as ‘lead’ party?

§ “Overhang” or “Balance Seats”- extra seats, which ensure that every 
candidate who was directly elected gets a seat while political parties are 
still proportionally represented based on the number of votes they received

§ ‘Proportionally represented’? = Size matters! The bigger the state 
(population), the more seats the party gets in the parliament 
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Elections to the Bundestag



§ State’s represents in the Federal Level (upper house)

§ Each state (gov, not people) appoints representatives 
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The Bundesrat

§ 69 seats (3 - 6 per state) 

§ Small states are 
overrepresented:

§ Bremen, 700k people= 3 seats
§ North Rhine Westphalia, 18 

Million= 6 seats



§ Presidency rotates annually among 
the states

§ Plenary sessions once a month (not a lot)

§ voting on legislation prepared, before 
passing it to the Bundestag 

§ Bundesrat must approve all legislation
affecting policy areas for which the 
states have concurrent powers
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The Bundesrat

§ The Bundesrat has increased its legislative responsibilities over time

§ The German vice president is also the president of the Bundesrat



§ The Chancellor is the chief executive, head of 
Government 

§ Elected by the Bundestag
§ Sets governments’ policy
§ Appoints the federal ministers (cabinet)

§ May be subjected to constructive Vote of No 
Confidence (1982)

§ No period without government in office

§ Currently Angela Merkel (since 2005)
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The Chancellor



§ Official head of state

§ Usually a moderate

§ Elected by the Federal Convention (‘Bundesversammlung’)

§ 5 years term, Re-electable only once

§ Constitutional Basis => Articles 54- 61 of the Basic Law

§ Function of the Federal President in terms of State Theory =>

§ The constitutional organ, represents the Federal Republic of Germany 
domestically and abroad
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The Federal President



§ Used to have “reserve powers” (Article 81 of the Basic Law)

§ In case of a legislative emergency, he has the capacity to pass laws without the 
Bundestag’s approval- restricted

§ Can’t appoint the chancellor or commend the army

§ Tasks of the Federal President =>

§ Represents Germany in domestic + international issues
§ Concludes treaties with foreign states, accredits diplomats 
§ Proposing the Federal Chancellor 
§ Appointing & dismissing the Federal Chancellor + Federal Ministers, dissolving the 

Bundestag if a Chancellor loses a motion of no confidence
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The Federal President



§ Mediates in cases of national emergencies 

§ Appointing/dismissing federal judges, federal 
civil servants, and officers of the Armed Forces 

§ May pardon criminals 

§ Certify + promulgate laws

§ Can technically veto a law on substantive 
constitutional grounds

■ Currently Frank Walter Steinmeier
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The Federal President



Bundeskabinett/Bundesregierung

§ Chief executive body

§ Chancellor & federal ministers

§ Chancellor => ‘Captain of the 
ship’

§ Appoints/dismiss ministers
§ Determines policy guidelines 

(Principle of Chancellor policy 
guidelines)

§ Bound by the terms of the 
coalition agreement
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The Federal Cabinet



§ Cabinet Ministers =>

§ Free to carry out their duties 
independently (Principle of ministerial 
autonomy), must follow the Chancellor's 
directive 

§ May dismiss the Chancellor

§ Interplay of government powers: 
Chancellor + Cabinet

§ Hierarchical + non-hierarchical
§ Principle of joint Cabinet decision-

making
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The Federal Ministers
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§ 6/16 women

§ East 
underrepresented

§ Hold advance 
degreed degrees

The Federal Ministers
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Germany’s Federal System



Next Session...
§ The Federal Constitutional Court 

§ German Political Parties + Coalition Building

§ The Current Parliament

§ The German Economy
§ A Global Economic Power
§ The Nord Stream 2 Pipeline

§ German Foreign Policy
§ German US Relations
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Thank You For Your Attention!

Questions?


