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German federalism : How does it work? 
Resistance to change 

But from the beginning, there were 

also concerns and structural flaws 

that posed major problems for 

German federalism. The size and 

economic power of the states were 

- and still are - extremely 

unequal: In modern Germany, 

population alone varies from North 

Rhine-Westphalia with over 17 

million inhabitants to the city-state 

of Bremen with barely 700,000. 

he Allies had already recognized 

e need for changes in the 

"visions of the states in the 1950s 

and had urged the federal 

government to take action. But no 

ttempt to reform state boundaries 

as been successful. 

be most recent occurred in 1996, 

when the city-state of Berlin and the 

stale of Brandenburg, which 

surrounds it, held a referendum to 

unify. The people voted against it. 

Since the 1970s, there have also been several attempts to reorganize the division of powers between the federal and state governments. But 

neither a government commission on constitutional reform nor a constitutional commission of the German parliament in the 1990s could 

agree on effective changes. 

Federalism reform has been on the agenda of many a meeting of state premiers 

The federal reality in the West 

In West Germany - the German Federal Republic - the founding fathers were keen to avoid a complete concentration of power in the hands 

of any central government. ln the Basic Law, the German constitution that was signed off in Bonn in 1949, the Parliamentary Council attached 

great impo1tance to protecting and guaranteeing tl1e rights of the states. 

States were and still are also supposed to act as checks and balances of the power of the centTal government. Due to differing political power 

relationships in the federal and state governments, this mutual control is virtually guaranteed to this day. 

After reunification in 1990, former East Germany came under the jurisdiction of the federal republic's Basic Law. 


