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1. Introduction: Making laws

Making laws is a key function of parliaments (Bagehot, 1993 [1867]). Through legislation,
societies organize themselves. In the words of system theory: laws allocate values
authoritatively (Easton, 1965, 28, 351). The legislative process is therefore an important and
necessary element of “government of the people, by the people, for the people” (Abraham
Lincoln).

Counting the number of bills passed in Germany shows that overall, the Bundestag is
successfully legislating. Over the decades, there has been a steady output of roughly 500 laws
per each four-year legislative term. With some variation, this is true since the founding of the
Federal Republic in 1949 (see figure 1). Up to 2026, therefore over 10,000 laws have been

passed.

Figure 1: Bills passed by the Bundestag 1949 to 2025
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Source: graph by Philipp Cartier and the author, data: Schindler (1999) and Deutscher Bundestag (2026a) Note: The electoral terms 6,
9, 15 and 20 ended prematurely.

Two ensuing questions certainly deserve attention, but they are not addressed here. Firstly,



whether the bills passed are actually “good” bills by their content. This, of course, opens a
whole and complicated discussion of what such a thing — a good bill — is. Secondly, whether
more bills is actually a good thing can also be asked. In this context it is necessary to stress
that Germans do not have to observe all the 10,000 laws mentioned. Laws passed mostly
amend existing legislation: A recent count by the Federal government reported “only” 1,797
laws that are currently in effect (Deutscher Bundestag, 2024).

Modern political systems have become highly complex. Understanding the role that
parliaments play in them is often difficult because much of their real influence can occur
“behind the scenes” while the “front stage” may look like a ritualized performance (Crewe &
Evans, 2025). This presents and eternal challenge for political education, parliamentary
communication and public engagement in the works of parliament (Leston-Bandeira &
Siefken, 2023). For those reasons, it is surprisingly complicated to answer the simple
democratic question “how does an idea become a law.” One way of addressing this can be
found in a cartoon video that was produced over 50 years ago: “I’m just a bill” is an
instructive example of public education for school children in the United States of America.
It was part of the series “School House Rock” and is still available today online (School
House Rock, 1975). Apart from its entertaining approach through a cartoon video, one
element stands out that is missing from many other attempts of explaining legislative
processes: The description starts in the very early phases of the policy cycle: with the actual
problem recognition, as political scientists say (Jann & Wegrich, 2007).

A cartoon video may be useful to communicate and educate, but first the relevant data
and information must be gathered. One helpful way is process-tracing with the help of
visualization an mapping. A number of maps of the legislative process in Germany are
available in political eduction, but they begin mid-way through the journey. For example, a

booklet about “idea to law” by the German Bundestag states: “the legislative procedure



begins with the legislative initiative” (Deutscher Bundestag, 2026b). And likewise, all posters
and charts produced for political education in Germany, distributed in in high school and
university textbooks, begin at that particular late point.

This paper provides a broader perspective. It is the result of an ongoing
interdisciplinary cooperation between the author and a young initiative of designers who
bring their methodological and theoretical approach to fruition in politics, political education
and political science (Gestaltungszentrale Politik, 2025). The goal of this collaboration is to,
first, gather a more complete understanding of the legislative process by including the early
stages of bill drafting that usually happen outside parliament. Secondly, both formal and
informal practices are to be integrated. And third, an adequate description for understanding
and education was to be found (Siefken et al., 2026 1.E.). In the future, this can be — fourth — a
base for the systematic comparative study on the legislative processes in different political
systems. And all taken together, this may serve — fifth — to improve and optimize the
respective processes, in short: to modernize them and make them fit for the digital age, better
citizen engagement and the use of artificial intelligence (Siefken, 2025c¢). This paper provides

an overview of steps one to three mentioned above.

2. Cartographing legislation as an interdisciplinary method gathering
The approach for data collection was interdisciplinary: The team included academics from
political science, jurisprudence, and design as well as practitioners.

Data gathering started with a thorough review of the relevant legal foundations, some
of which could be found in the Grundgesetz, the German constitution. The details of the
process are written down in the rules of procedure of the German government
(“Geschiéftsordnung der Bundesregierung”) and in the common rules of procedure of the
Federal Ministries (“Gemeinsame Geschéftsordnung der Bundesministerien”) as well as the

rules of procedure of the Bundestag (“Geschéftsordnung des Bundestags™). To fully



understand and interpret those documents, it was also necessary to look in the relevant
decisions of the German Constitutional Court (“Bundesverfassungsgericht”) and into the
constitutional commentary and the state of legal research. Political science research was
taken up based on a thorough review of textbooks, handbooks and research articles and
publications from different subfields of the discipline: parliamentary studies, coalition
politics, party organization, federalism research, and policy analysis.

The research team then used mapping techniques to — literally — pin down the steps of
the process on a cork wall in its first workshop in October 2023. The resulting map was
transferred into a digital format using “miro board” technology. Based on this information, a
detailed poster map was designed and typeset in the format of four meters by eighty
centimeters.

This paper poster served as the core document for ensuing workshops and interviews
with academics and practitioners. Three workshops were held with target experts in the
German Bundestag (an overarching one in May 2024, one with the parliamentary law
department in October 2024, with the European affairs department in January 2025), at the
Federal Chancellery (with the strategy and planning department in December 2024) at the
Federal Ministry of the Interior (May 2025), and the Federal Ministry of Digitalization and
Government Modernization (October 2025). The map was also presented at various academic
conferences, in guest lectures at different universities around Germany and with civil society
organizations.

In-depth interviews, often lasting multiple hours, were conducted with the draft map.
Rather than employing a fixed questionnaire, as is customary in expert interviewing, the
paper map served as a guiding document. This let the conversations naturally flow to the
relevant areas of knowledge and interest of each interview partner. The map-based interview

had another notable effect: It instantly shifted the meeting situation into an unusual setting.



Because of the sheer size of the map, which does not fit onto any standard size desk or
conference table, many interviews were either conducted standing in the room or, more often,
kneeling on the floor. Such a change in setting from the usual routine may have led to more
openness and interest — all of the experts clearly articulated this. The interviews were
conducted across hierarchies in various ministries, in the Federal Chancellery, in the
Bundestag and in the office of the Federal President. This included five former Federal
ministers, many ministerial staff, current and former members of parliament as well as their
staff and civil service staff of the administrations of the Bundestag and the Federal President.

Importantly, all those workshops, conference presentations and interviews were not
meant to present final results but rather to gather information and map knowledge. Therefore,
participants were encouraged to add notes and thoughts by writing by hand into the paper
map. To facilitate this, workshops were conducted with multiple posters and break-out
sessions. After each workshop, the poster was revised and changed by the design team to
integrate the newly gathered information. This combined approach of smaller group
discussions with a low barrier and encouragement to write onto the printed map proved very
fruitful. Discussion on details often emerged among workshop participants, leading to
clarification as well as new questions and topics to be followed. The draft map itself has been
revised and updated in fifteen iterations.

In the fall of 2025, the project moved from data gathering to the presentation of
results. This was after funding was secured for an interactive digital atlas of the legislative
process. This atlas will be presented and launched to the public on October 8, 2026, in Berlin.

The following analysis shows the key steps in the legislative process in Germany

based on the findings of the cartography project.



3. Where it all begins: Looking for the empty slate

The legislative cycle

The entire process of legislation in Germany follows a long and winding path. Figure 2 gives

an overview of its important steps.

Figure 2: The legislative cycle
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Source: the author, based on Siefken (2025¢).

Problem definition

It is often hard to pin down the precise starting point for a legislative process. In political
decision making, an empty slate rarely exists: There has been discussion among many
groups, previous experience, changing circumstances, and adjustments to them. Yet theories
of policy analysis stress the importance of those early phases in the policy cycle when
problems are defined in the first place. As Herbert Simon put it: “Formulating a problem is
itself a problem-solving task™ (Simon, 1997 [1947]). Problem definition usually happens
without much public attention. And afterwards, once established, many political actors may

claim credit for it. The problem definition phase therefore is rather misty.



Agenda setting

Having a problem defined, though, does not mean that something will be done about it
because there usually is a plethora of problems, and everyone who has defined one has an
interest that something be done about it. Therefore, it is instructive to separate the problem
definition from the agenda setting phase. For a topic to reach the top of the political agenda it
must be seen as relevant and important compared to other problems. Political actors will also
calculate whether a topic provides a competitive advantage to them. They know that certain
topics selectively mobilize support among their own constituency or potential voters.

Agenda setting therefore is an equally important step in the early stages of policy
development to problem definition. Policy analysts have shown how a combination of
external events, real-world problems and potential solutions can create “windows of
opportunities” if they overlap at the right moment — and are discovered and used by political
entrepreneurs (Kingdon, 1995). Sometimes such situations can lead straight to political
action. This is often the case with major disruptive events: the Russian war on Ukraine, the
ensuing energy crisis, the Fukushima nuclear disaster, Covid, the migration crisis, the
financial crises are but a few examples from the recent past.

More often than such immediate reactions, moving to political action in Germany
takes a slower route through party manifestos and coalition contracts. Manifestos are decided
formally through the political party conventions. They serve as basic documents for election

campaigns and are also an important base for the coalition negotiations after the election.

Coalition contracts as planning documents

The Federal Republic of Germany has always been governed by coalitions, and the

process of building them has become increasingly standardized over the decades — while they



remain part of informal politics (Sietken, 2024, 2026). To get a coalition going, in the old
days a few party leaders got together and agreed on some basic topics. But in recent decades
a complex negotiation structure has been used instead to come to coalition agreements: In a
horizontally and vertically differentiated organization, a few hundred politicians from various
levels of the party assemble a detailed document as coalition contract. It spells out a lot of
policy details. In 2025, this contract was roughly 150 pages long. Recent coalition contracts
encompass a few hundred policy measures across the different policy areas. They also
contain agreements on how the coalition works together and which parties lead the respective
ministries.

The policies negotiated in those contracts are in fact implemented by the coalitions, as
evaluations in recent years have shown (Vehrkamp & Matthiel3, 2025). Therefore, those
contracts are important planning documents that starts many legislative processes. There is no
“king’s speech” in German parliament, but the coalition contract serves as a functional
equivalent to it. It lays out the plans for the following four years of a government.

The German constitution stipulates three principles of government organization: the
Chancellor principle, the cabinet principle and the minister principle. Moving from the
coalition contract with the entire plan of action to one specific piece of legislation is not
usually done in a grand planning or strategy process in Germany. Instead, the coalition
contract serves as an impulse leading to action in the Federal ministries (following the
minister principle). Civil servants in the specialized ministerial units read it and derive from it
the required tasks. After a coalition contract has been signed and a government is in place,
therefore bill preparation starts decentrally across the ministries — the system of government

therefore runs on autopilot for a while.
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4. The practices of governmental bill drafting

Who is “holding the quill pen”?

According to German traditions, one ministry will be designated as the lead ministry, literally
the house that “holds the quill pen” (in German: “Federfiihrung”). Whether one ministry or
another one gets to prepare the bill may be a topic of debate and discussion. As all political
practitioners know, writing the first draft provides a lot of opportunity to influence the
content of a bill. In practice, assigning the lead ministry is an important step in governmental
coordination between the different policy areas. While some topics may be very clear
assignments, others can be up for grabs.

This is particularly important because Germany has always been governed by
coalitions of different parties. Therefore, assigning the lead is not only grounded in policy
perspectives, but also in the calculations on the politics dimension. For example, in the past
electoral term (2021 to 2024), one important and contested piece of legislation was the
reform of energy use in buildings. By policy, this could have been a topic for the Ministry of
Building and Housing (under a social democratic minister), but the lead was given to the
Ministry of the Economy and Climate Protection (under a Green minister). Assigning the lead
in that case was not contested because of the political preferences of the ministers and their
parties.

According to the interviews, in reality, lead assignment is rarely a topic of open
debate or final decisions. Rather, direct bilateral discussion and coordination occurs over such
conflicts about who should have the lead. The Federal Chancellery may get involved, but
again: its role is not to make a final decision. Only in rare circumstances might the
Chancellery get involved to solve conflicts. And a final decision by the chancellor may
loomin the background as a “last resort”, as the former Head of the Chancellery said

(Interview Wolfgang Schmidt). Another way is to assign double- or even triple-leads.
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However, this does not ease bill drafting but complicates it and happens rarely.

Bill preparation within the ministries

In Germany, ministries have a high level of independence and autonomy. The ministries are
the central place of resources and expertise: Roughly 23.000 ministerial staff serve in the
ministries as civil servants and public employees. Each ministry is organized in a strict
hierarchy and in clear division of labor through high specialization of the policy units
(“Fachreferate”). Those ministerial units are where bill-drafting takes place.

German ministries do not have dedicated “legislation” units, while they include
special units for Cabinet and Parliamentary topics as well as for planning. But those units
influence is rather procedural. Those early stages of bill drafting therefore are fulfilled by
civil servants in the ministries.

How exactly the interplay and coordination between the responsible units, the
planning units and the ministers work, depends on the different cultures in each ministry as
well as on the personality of the minister and their leadership style — and on the topic at hand.
Rather technical bills will therefore be prepared at the ministerial unit level without much
political involvement, while highly political ones see more coordination and discussion.

But in either case, the main work for developing and writing a bill is at the level of
the policy units. They are tasked with analyzing the problem and the environment, finding out
about the relevant interests in the policy field, looking at evidence, getting into exchange with
academics, interest groups, and civil society organizations. Based on this information, they
compose a first draft of a bill. It takes its path through the ministerial hierarchy, via unit
heads to sub-department and department heads, the deputy ministers and eventually the
ministers themselves.

Once ministers sign off on it, the bill becomes the “Referentenentwurt”, i.e., the unit
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draft. This wording is slightly confusing because that version of the bill has already been

accepted by the minister and would therefore be more adequately named “minister’s bill”.

Coordination within the coalition

After a bill has been drafted within a ministry, it is sent to the Chancellery for the so-called
early coordination (“Friithkoordinierung”). This important step in the process has been
established decades ago, in the late 1960s, and is included in the joint rules of procedure of
the Federal ministries. The wording in those rules sounds as if early coordination takes place
once bill drafting is started in a ministry. According to our interviews, however, the early
coordination happens rather late in the process, after a ministry has completed its own
version.

According to the rules of procedure, early coordination must be initiated by the lead
ministry with the Chancellery. It is then up to the Chancellery to clear the bill. Only after this
clearance has been given can the next steps be taken: the bill is then sent to the federal states,
the parliamentary party groups and to relevant interests — and it is published on the ministry’s
website. In other words, the Chancellery has an important veto position: without clearance,
the process can be stopped or stalled here.

As coalitions have become more complex in Germany, so has the coordination at this
important stage. Stepwise, the veto rights have been extended to coalition partners. First,
political practice had it that clearance would only be given if the coalition partner’s lead
ministry also signed off on the draft bill. The “traffic light coalition” of 2021 devised a
supporting document (as non-paper) for a “clearing process”. It was adhered to, while the
document itself was never published. In 2025, the grand coalition included explicit provisions

in the coalition contract. Therefore, the veto at this stage now extends to all coalition partners.
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Coordination among the ministries

After clearance has been given, the draft bill is published on the respective ministry website.
It is also formally circulated among the other ministries, sent to the states and to the relevant
interest groups.

At this following stage, a number of checks have to be conducted, depending on the
content of the bill. One mandatory check is done by the Ministry of Justice about the legal
formality of the bill’s language; another one by the Ministry of the Interior about the
constitutionality of the bill. The Ministry of Family Affairs and Women checks whether
aspects of gender mainstreaming are affected, the National Regulatory Control Council
checks the bureaucracy a new bill creates and whether measures of digitalization have been
adequately included. All in all, there are over fifty checks and supporting documents that may
have to be considered.

All feedback from the other ministries, from the organized interest, the states and the
checks are gathered by the lead ministry, and the draft bill is adjusted in light of the input
received. If fundamental disagreement arises between ministries and coalition partners, this
process may take a while. Sometimes such conflicts can only be resolved through direct
exchange of ministers or by further escalation into the coalition committee, another informal

body that manages conflicts if they happen within a coalition.

Cabinet decision

In the end, all conflicts have to be resolved, otherwise a bill will not make it to the agenda of

the cabinet meeting and therefore cannot be decided on. According to German customs, a bill
reaches “cabinet maturity” only when there are no more conflicts or disagreements associated
with it. This is not a matter of legal provisions: according to the constitution, the cabinet

could discuss and decide by majority on any conflictual issues. But established practice has it
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that the German cabinet does not do that, instead the decisions are made by common
agreement, that is: they are taken if nobody objects. Some coalition contracts mention this
explicitly, for example the one of 2025 stipulates that no coalition partner will be overruled.

On the upside, this makes German cabinet meetings themselves very efficient. Often,
they contain a list of agenda items that are not even discussed and voted on en-bloque. The
weekly cabinet meetings take “as long as they take” — which is often just under an hour. They
are certainly not a place where decisions are made but rather a formal ratification for the

previous steps in the process.

Opinion of the Bundesrat

Once a government bill has been prepared and decided on by the cabinet, it is sent to the
Bundesrat. The state governments represented there have the opportunity to formulate and
submit their opinion on the government bill. Those decisions require the majority in the
Bundesrat, as described in more detail below. On top, the formulation and decision of an
opinion on a bill by the Bundesrat also takes time, six weeks are allowed.

Once the opinion of the Bundesrat has been submitted to the Federal government, it in
turn can formulate an opinion on the opinion of the Bundesrat. All those documents — the bill,
the Bundesrat’s opinion and the government’s opinion on the Bundesrat opinion are then

jointly transferred to the Bundestag. At this stage, the parliamentary process starts.

5. The parliamentary phase

Initiation in parliament and first reading

As described above, textbook descriptions of the legislative process in Germany commonly
begin at the formal initiative phase. As the previous sections of this paper have shown, much
has happened before that.

According to the German constitution, only three institutions have the right to
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legislative initiative: The government, parliament itself and the Bundesrat, i.e. the
constitutional organ that represents the executive of the Federal states. The Bundesrat is
comparable to a second chamber but is organized as a separate constitutional organ.

In a comparative perspective it is also necessary to note who does not have the right to
initiative in Germany. First of all, the interpretation of parliamentary initiative — laid down in
the constitution — is handled rather restrictively in the Bundestag rules of procedure.
Accordingly, only parliamentary party groups (PPG) or a group of five percent of the MPs
can start this process. The equivalent of private members’ bills (as in the UK, the United
States or Israel) does not exist in Germany. Secondly, a formal legislative initiative by the
people is not possible (as is the case in Poland, for example), neither is an initiative by the
head of state (as in Denmark) or by single committees such as Estonia, Sweden, Austria, and
Hungary (Schiittemeyer & Sietken, 2008; Siefken & Rommetvedt, 2022, p. 26).

Analyzing the numbers of bills and laws passed shows that the majority of legislative
initiatives in Germany originate within the government. 57 percent of bills brought to the
parliamentary floor stem from the executive. Of those bills that are passed, the share initiated
by the executive is even higher: It reaches almost 80 percent. The dominant role of the
executive in legislative bill drafting is not surprising and a logical feature in parliamentary
democracies where the government is held in power by the majority in parliament. Therefore,
the standard process for bill-drafting in Germany is ministerial. It is governed by various

rules, notably the provisions of the joint rule of procedure of the federal ministries.
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Figure 3: Bills tabled in the Bundestag 1949 to 2025 by initiative
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Source: graph by Philipp Cartier and the author, data: Schindler (1999) and Deutscher Bundestag (2026a) Note: The electoral terms 6,
9, 15 and 20 ended prematurely.

The first reading of a bill officially starts the legislative process in the Bundestag. After
administrative steps, the bill is put on the plenary agenda for first reading. This can be done
with or without an actual debate. Holding such a debate used to be an exception rather than
the rule (Ismayr, 2012, p. 238), but in recent years the number of bills with debate in first
reading has increased. In either case — with or without debate — the bill will then be submitted
by plenary decision to a relevant parliamentary committee for closer inspection. Depending
on the content of the bill, it can also be forwarded to multiple committees, but one of them

holds the lead role.

Committee phase

The committee phase is the most important one during the legislative process in parliament.
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This is where and how policy influence can be exercised because the committees not only
form an opinion on the bill, but they may also amend and change it.

Classification of parliaments have employed changes to bills during the parliamentary
stages, for example in the concept of “viscosity” suggested by Jean Blondel (1970, p. 80):
“Where the legislature is very compliant, bills do not merely pass, they pass very easily. ...
As the legislature becomes 'freer’, the time spent increases and amendments are discussed and
indeed passed”. In Germany, such changes to the bill are made during the committee stage.
One famous saying attributed to Peter Struck, the former head of the SPD parliamentary party
group in the Bundestag, goes by the name of Struck’s law: “No bill leaves parliament in the
same form it has entered it”. Struck himself did not coin this phrase, according to this
autobiography, but he agreed with it (Struck, 2010, p. 47).

The important role of committees has long been known. On closer inspection, though,
in the Bundestag this policy influence is not wielded in the committee rooms but rather
during the committee phase. Committees, therefore, are “no paradise of policy making”
(Siefken, 2022, p. 116). But they do serve as important “crystallization points” in the process,
because through committee assignments MPs in Germany get an individual policy portfolio
and responsibility to deal with it for their own parliamentary party group (Siefken, 2022,
131).

Policy specialization of MPs is more differentiated than on the committee level. Each
PPG mirrors the parliamentary committees in their own internal organization by forming so-
called working groups (“Arbeitsgruppen”) or working circles (“Arbeitskreise”) who
accommodate all the MPs of the respective PPG. Within the PPG, MPs distribute the work
among themselves by assigning rapporteurs for individual pieces of legislation and also for
the oversight of specific agencies (Siefken, 2025a). Therefore, the Bundestag is characterized

by a very high degree of policy specialization of the MPs which is by-and-large mirroring the
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ministerial portfolios. Each MP in the Bundestag is a specialist for one or more topics, full
time backbenchers typically do not exist there.

Committees in the Bundestag hold their sessions “in camera” but they can decide to
hold them open to the public. While this option is used much more in recent years than in the
past, the majority of committee meetings are still held behind closed doors. Nonetheless, as
indicated above, they are not a place of open debate, compromise, and consensus-building.
Instead, they serve to certify in a rather formal way what has been agreed on informally
between the rapporteurs and the relevant working groups.

The committee stage is also the place where evidence can be heard (again) and taken
up. A visible way to do this is by holding public hearings, a practice that has become very
widespread in the past decades. The public hearings serve the function of bringing external
evidence into the political process (Geddes, 2024). But as shown above, this is certainly not
the first place for introducing external knowledge. The committee hearings are in fact often
run along PPG lines and are therefore more adequately described as means of communication
and creating transparency rather than first exchanges with experts (Siefken & Schiittemeyer,
2013). But studies have shown real — and uneven — influence of hearings by organized
interest (Cross et al., 2019). Hearings also hold good potential for public engagement as
international practice shows, while this potential remains often untapped in Germany
(Kornberg & Siefken, 2023).

At the end of the committee stage stands the recommendation to the plenary. It often
includes an amended version of the bill originally submitted. If a bill has been assigned to
multiple committees, the positions are combined by the lead committee, and it makes a final
recommendation to the plenary. Committees in Germany do not have any power to “kill a

bill”, they only prepare the plenary decisions. Every bill has to be reported back to the

plenary.
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Debate and decision

After the committee recommendation has been submitted, the bill can be set to the agenda of
the floor debate. There are two further readings that are usually combined into one debate —
and afterwards, the plenary vote on the bill is held.

Before the debate takes place, each PPG will put the bills of the week onto their own
weekly meeting agenda and hold an internal vote on them. In this way, the PPG positions are
affirmed. In those meetings that are not public, the PPG leadership and the PPG rapporteurs
for the respective bills are the relevant actors for explaining positions and taking up
comments and criticism. Therefore, the PPG positions are first decided on internally before
the actual debate and an internal vote on the bill takes place there. This, again, is informal
practice, but an important prerequisite for unified action of each PPG in the plenary vote.

The plenary debates themselves therefore serve not as a place for convincing others of
the better arguments. Rather they are a communicative instrument to show arguments for and
against a bill and the positions of the majority and opposition parties on it. Usually the
relevant rapporteurs speak on a bill during its second reading in the plenary debate. Because
of the policy specialization of MPs parliamentary debates tend to be highly technical. At the
end of the second reading is a show of hands by MPs on the bill.

The third reading follows immediately, usually without a separate debate, and then the
votes are cast by MPs standing up for — or against — a bill. Recorded votes are an exception in
the Bundestag but their use has grown in recent years: In the 20" electoral period (2021-
2025), for example, 548 bills were tabled in the Bundestag and 190 recorded votes took place
(Feldkamp, 2026, p. 21).

The bills submitted by the majority are typically passed by the Bundestag, the bills by the

opposition are voted down. Once a bill is passed by the Bundestag, it is forwarded to the
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Bundesrat.

6. The Bundesrat — equivalent of a second chamber

Votes and decision rules

According to the constitution, all decisions of the Bundesrat require the absolute majority of
the members’ votes. Each state has a number of votes in the Bundesrat that depends on the
inhabitants. Following the logic of “degressive proportionality”, small states have three votes,
big states have up to six votes in the Bundesrat.

Votes cannot be split in the Bundesrat. If a state government does not find a clear
position, their votes are not counted, which constitutes a de-facto no-vote in the Bundesrat.
As most of the states are run by coalitions, too, they often do not have the same majority as in
the Bundestag. At the time of writing this paper (July 2026), the parties of the coalition in the
Bundestag (CDU/CSU and SPD) only had 24 votes in the Bundesrat, while for every
decision, 35 are required. Therefore, the support of opposition parties in the Bundestag is
currently required for making Bundesrat decisions. This puts an extra requirement for
negotiation and compromise into the political process, and it is often taken into account up

front already during ministerial bill drafting.

The Bundesrat committees and the plenary decisions

The decisions by the Bundesrat plenary are prepared in its committees. It is an unusual trait in
the institutional structure that the composition of the committees does not follow
proportionality of the Bundesrat plenary votes. Instead, each Federal state has one vote in the
respective committees. Committee work in the Bundesrat is usually done by civil servants
from the states, not by politicians. As in the Bundestag, there is no delegated authority to
committees, who serve only as preparatory tools for the formal plenary decision.

The Bundesrat plenary debates are more technical and shorter than in the Bundestag.
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There are typically ten plenary sessions per year, so they are packed with prepared topics.
Bundesrat do not find much public attention even though they are public and made available
online.

The veto power of the Bundesrat depends on the content of the bill. If a bill changes
the constitution, influences the public administration of the states, or if it has an effect on
state finances, a bill requires consent by the Bundesrat (“zustimmungsbediirftiges Gesetz”). If
that is not the case, the Bundesrat only has the power to object. In that latter case, the
Bundestag can overrule the objection. Therefore, the veto of the Bundesrat is only suspending
the process for objection laws, but it can stall the process for consent laws. Empirically, about

35 percent of the laws passed require consent in recent decades.

The mediation committee

If no consent is given or if the Bundesrat objects to a bill, the mediation committee
(“Vermittlungsausschuss™) can be called to action. The Bundesrat, the Bundestag and the
government have the competence to do so. This is a committee with 32 members, half of
them from the 16 states, the other half are members of the Bundestag. It is the task of the
mediation committee to develop a compromise version of the bill that finds support in both
the Bundestag and the Bundesrat. For it to come into effect, it requires consent in both
constitutional organs.

Roughly speaking, over the years the mediation committee is called to action in less
than ten percent of the bills that are submitted to the Bundesrat. And for only about one
percent of the bills, totally, was it not able to find a compromise. There is variation over the
years, and at times the Bundesrat has been used for strategic blockage when an opposition
party in the Bundestag held a majority in the Bundesrat.

Overall, though, the specific configuration of the Bundesrat in the legislative process
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makes sure that state interest are heard and integrated into the political process regardless of

political majorities, as recent research has shown (Miiller et al., 2020).

7. Promulgation

For a bill to finally become a law, it has to be promulgated by the Federal President. The
President checks the bill after the legislative process is concluded and it has been signed by
the lead minister and the Chancellor. In his role as notary, the President does not fulfill a
political role. He is limited to making sure that the formal process of legislation has been in
order and then also looks for evident incompatibility with the constitution. If these formal and

material checks are successful, the President signs the law into effect, and it is published.
8. Conclusion on the German legislative process

Both the description and the visualization of the German legislative process have shown its

complexity. Figure 4 provides a simplified overview.

Figure 4: A simplified model of the legislative process in Germany
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In a federal political system that is governed by coalitions, the legal provisions
provide the need and demand for intense accompanying coordination, cooperation, and
compromise-building. Germany therefore has been qualified as “the grand coalition state”
that even in times when no such coalition between the (formerly) two biggest parties was in
power, required them to work together (Schmidt, 2008).

The need for coordination and cooperation is internalized by the political actors.
Therefore, it often has effects even if they cannot be easily seen and counted. For example,
the cartography mapping has shown that the required coordination with the Federal states
during the Bundesrat phase of decision-making actually has strong anticipatory effects in the
earlier stages of bill-drafting. Political actors know that a bill requires consent and therefore —
if smart — they will therefore build compromises ahead.

The mapping of the formal and informal stages in bill-drafting also shows how many
veto points exist for the coalition partners: at coalition negotiations, during coordination with
the Chancellery and the coalition partners, in coordination among the ministries, in the
cabinet agenda setting, in cabinet decision and then agenda setting in the Bundestag as well
as the committee stage and the final vote in Parliament. In a positive light, they can be seen as
ways to check the quality of a bill by providing repeated opportunities for review. But such
veto points can also be employed for political reasons and tactics in negotiation. Log-rolling
attempts to veto one bill in order to negotiate passage of another that has nothing to do with it
are nothing new. But if it is done too much, it can sour the atmosphere and have negative
effects on the compromise-readiness within a coalition and between majority and opposition.
Both observers and political actors from the previous “traffic light coalition” (2021-2025)
have argued that such strategic use of multiple veto points has indeed led to its failure, raising
the “heat” and the level of conflict (Sietken, 2025b).

Anticipation in the legislative process also refers to political influence. Formally,
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Parliament comes into play relatively late, that is after a detailed draft bill has already been
developed and coordinated within the government. Our mapping shows clearly: ongoing
coordination with the parliamentary party groups, particularly those of the majority parties
and through their rapporteurs is an established practice. However, this coordination seems to
be highly centralized and even monopolized in the ministries at certain levels (often the
department heads and above) in the administrative hierarchies. This leads to significant gaps
in understanding “what is going on”” among ministerial staff and resulting inefficiencies. The
importance of anticipation and early integration of political perspectives has also been shown
for the United Kingdom (Russell & Gover, 2017).

Such gaps in understanding also persist in the broader public. This is no surprise
because — as mentioned in the beginning of this paper — political education only includes the
parliamentary phases of the legislative process. This has two grave consequences: Legislation
is easily seen as a project of political elites (in the ministries, the Parliament, or the state
governments) and the direct link to the people’s choice is missing. By taking a broader look
from a bird-eye’s perspective, this connection becomes visible. In times of populist criticism,
which by definition includes anti-establishment rhetoric, making this link visible can help
strengthen the democratic process. Secondly, ways of exercising influence remain unknown
to many people and groups. This applies to civil society as well as many academics.
Providing a more comprehensive understanding of the entire process facilitates uptake of
evidence and engagement with the public. Both can help make better policy decisions. For
these reasons, the mapping project described in this chapter is currently turned into an
interactive tool for political education and public engagement.

At the same time, the in-depth knowledge of both formal and informal practices in the
legislative process has already proven helpful for ongoing modernization processes of the

Federal government and in the Bundestag. The “modernization agenda” of the Federal
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government prescribes a redesign and consolidation of the early stages of governmental bill-
drafting which is currently under development. Likewise, a long-running ambitious project is
aimed to digitize the entire legislative process through one central ICT tool that can then be
used across constitutional organs and entities such as the ministries, the cabinet, the
Bundestag, the Bundesrat and the President. This project, too, profits from a realistic
perspective of what is going on. On top, the 2025 modernization agenda of the Federal
government stipulates that the evaluation of laws shall be done more systematically and
results fed back into the political process. Finally, the Bundestag has implemented an
ambitious lobbying registry project that is currently built up and makes attempted influence
on political decisions public and visible. The cartography research team upholds close contact
with all those initiatives in order to secure practical relevance of the findings and knowledge.
From an academic and practical point of view, the established knowledge can serve as
a valuable starting point for improving the process and its understanding. It may also be
helpful to compare the legislative processes in different political systems, a task that has not
been systematically conducted in recent years (Ismayr, 2008; Schiittemeyer & Siefken, 2008).
Such international comparison can be helpful to start international exchange and learning
processes on what works in a changing environment of digitalization, artificial intelligence

and new expectations by the public (Siefken, 2025c¢).
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