German Government--Basic Facts

Der/Die Bundeskanzler(in) [=chancelor] and das Kabinett correspond roughly to the President and the cabinet in the US. Deutsche Bundeskanzler seit 1945:

	Konrad Adenauer (CDU)
	1949 - 1963
	

	Ludwig Erhard (CDU) 
	1963 - 1966
	

	Kurt Georg Kiesinger (CDU) 
	1966 - 1969 
	Headed Germany's only previous "große Koalition"--see below

	Willy Brandt (SPD)
	1969 - 1974 
	Awarded the Nobel Peace Prize in 1971 for his "Ostpolitik," which included officially accepting Germany's post-World War II border with Poland

	Helmut Schmidt (SPD) 
	1974 - 1982
	

	Helmut Kohl (CDU) 
	1982 - 1998
	Chancelor when the Wall fell

	Gerhard Schröder (SPD) 
	1998 - 2005
	

	Angela Merkel (CDU) 
	2005 - 
	Germany's first female chancelor


Der Bundestag and der Bundesrat correspond roughly to the US House of Representatives and the US Senate respectively, in that the composition of the Bundestag reflects the results of nationwide elections and the composition of the Bundesrat reflects the results of state elections, and thus represents the interests of the "Länder" as against those of the "Bund" (the federal government). The main difference is that whereas in the US all legislation needs to pass both houses, in Germany the Bundestag can overrule the Bundesrat on issues not involving the finances or specific jurisdictions of the Länder. On such issues, compromises are worked out in the Vermittlungsausschuss when the two chambers disagree. In recent years, Bundestag and Bundesrat have tended to have different party majorities, so that there has been quite a bit of gridlock between the two houses. A recent "Föderalismusreform" clarifying the jurisdictions of the two chambers is intended to reduce the potential for such gridlock.

Der Bundespräsident has a largely ceremonial role corresponding roughly to that of Queen Elizabeth. He (there has not yet been a female Bundespräsident) is elected every five years in a joint session of the Bundestag and Bundesrat. Although he is affiliated with a political party and may be elected by a partisan vote, he is expected to be neutral in German party politics. His most important role is to act as the nation's political conscience by giving speeches urging politicians and citizens to face difficult issues responsibly. 

The Bundesverfassungsgericht corresponds to the US Supreme Court [die Verfassung = constitution; das Gericht = court of justice]. The constitution stipulates that any individual can bring a case directly to the Bundesverfassungsgericht, thus giving it a greater potential to interfere in political and legal decisions than the US Supreme Court, which can only hear cases that have made their way up to the highest court via the appeals system.

The political parties currently represented in parliament, roughly from right to left, are:

CDU/CSU
35.2%
226

FDP
9.8%
61

SPD
34.2%
222

Grüne
8.1%
51

Linkspartei
8.7%
54

As a result, Germany is currently governed by a große Koalition headed by chancelor Merkel (CDU).  The große Koalition replaced the rot-grüne Koalition of SPD and Grüne in 2005.

Political parties in Germany need to get 5% of the vote or to win direct representation in at least 3 electoral districts in order to be represented in the Bundestag. This has kept the right wing radical parties out of the federal parliament, though they have periodically cleared this 5 Prozent Hürde in some state elections. Their results in the most recent elections were: NPD: 1.6%; Republikaner: 0.6%. The other main right wing radical party, the Deutsche Volksunion, urged its voters to vote for the NPD.

The 16 Länder, in the order of the number of seats they have in the 69-seat Bundesrat, are: Nordrhein Westfalen, Bayern, Baden-Württemberg, Nidersachsen (6 each), Hessen (5 seats), Sachsen, Rheinland-Pfalz, Berlin, Sachsen-Anhalt, Thüringen, Brandenburg, Schleswig-Holstein (4 each), Mecklenburg-Vorpommern, Hamburg, das Saarland, Bremen (3 each). Of these, Berlin, Hamburg and Bremen are city-states (Stadtstaaten)

