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“Elected by the voting age population, the State Parliament is the highest 
body for the formation of the people’s political will. The State Parliament 

of Schleswig-Holstein elects the Minister President. It is the legislative body 
and controls the executive power. It deals with affairs of public interest.”

(Article 10, Paragraph 1, Constitution of Schleswig-Holstein)

composition

The Parliament of Schleswig-Holstein has grown in size after the elections on 
September 27, 2009: Altogether, the 17th State Parliament has 95 Members 
who have been elected for a period of five years. The CDU has 34 seats, the 
SPD 25, the FDP 14, ALLIANCE 90/THE GREENS 12, the LEFT Party 6 and the 
South Schleswig Voters’ Association, the SSW, 4.
The total number of legislators is stipulated in the State’s Constitution:  
In principle, there are supposed to be 69 Members of Parliament, but there may 
be more because of excess and balance seats, as is the case in this legislative 
period. Excess seats, also called overhang seats, are allocated if a party has 
won more mandates directly by first vote than the number of second votes 
would normally permit. In such cases, the other parties receive additional 
balance seats as compensation to ensure that the balance of power between 
the parties based on the number of second votes be re-established (principle 
of equality of franchise). The State’s Election Law governs how these balance 
seats are actually allocated. The first vote is cast for a constituency candidate 
(direct mandate), whereas the second vote is cast for a party’s statewide list 
of candidates. The voting age is 18, which is also the minimum age for the 
right to stand for elections.

 

constituent sitting
The 17th State Parliament held its constituent sitting in the plenary chamber 
of the Landeshaus (the German term for State House) situated on Düstern-
brooker Weg in Kiel on October 27, 2009. As stipulated by the Constitution of 
Schleswig-Holstein, this very first assembly of all Members of Parliament after 
an election is chaired by the so-called President by Age, i.e. the parliamen-
tarian who has been a Member of the State Parliament for the longest time. 
Accordingly, Legislator Lothar Hay of the SPD parliamentary group conducted 
the constituent sitting of this legislative period.

www.sh-landtag.de

17th schleswig-holstein state 
parliament

{Facts & Figures}

lt5009_fly_buchblock_engl_rz.indd   1 27.05.10   16:21



3

www.sh-landtag.de

Traditionally, the candidate for President of the State Parliament comes from 
the largest parliamentary group. Torsten Geerdts, representing the CDU 
parliamentary group, was elected President. The largest opposition group in 
parliament nominates a candidate from its own ranks for Vice-President. Dr. 
Gitta Trauernicht from the parliamentary group of the SPD was elected to this 
office. The 17th Schleswig-Holstein State Parliament elected the following 
additional Vice-Presidents: Herlich-Marie Todsen-Reese (CDU), Anita Klahn 
(FDP) and Marlies Fritzen (ALLIANCE 90/THE GREENS). The State Parliament of 
Schleswig-Holstein has four Vice-Presidents for the very first time in its history.

In the same constituent sitting, the legislators also elected Peter Harry 
Carstensen (CDU) to the highest government position, the office of Minister 
President by secret ballot without debate. The other Members of the Cabinet 
were then appointed by the Minister President and sworn in by the President 
of the Schleswig-Holstein State Parliament. Some of the State Ministers are 
also elected Members of Parliament, meaning that they may occupy two seats 
in the plenary chamber – one on the government bench and one among the 
legislators of the two parliamentary groups in government, the CDU and the FDP.

members of parliament
Article 11 of the Constitution of Schleswig-Holstein states that “Members of 
Parliament represent the entire people. In discharging their duties they 
shall be governed only by their conscience and shall not be subject to 
any orders and directives.” This article also specifies the constitutional 
rights that Members of Parliament are endowed with, namely the right to

• submit motions and ask questions in Plenary and in 
the parliamentary committees and

• cast their vote in elections and decisions. 

Immunity, indemnity and the payment of a salary ensure that legislators can 
exercise their office in an unobstructed and independent manner. In a parlia-
mentary democracy, the freedom of each individual legislator stands in effect, 
in contrast to the obligation to submit to parliamentary group discipline. When 
matters of conscience with an ethical background are at stake (e.g. embryo 
and stem cell research, abortion, GM technology), a legislator’s personal views 
usually are given precedence over the majority opinion within the respective 
parliamentary group.
The Act on the Legal Status of Members of the Schleswig-Holstein State Parlia-
ment contains precise details on the legal status that MPs have. Among other 
things, it prohibits any dismissal from employment with or without notice on 
the grounds of the acceptance or exercise of a parliamentary mandate. This 
protection against dismissal begins when a candidate runs for State Parliament 
and continues up to one year after the MP has left office.
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Reconciling one’s work as an MP with the last job one has held can be quite 
difficult. Moreover, the regulations regarding the incompatibility between political 
mandate and profession may apply in some cases: For example, Members of 
Parliament may not work as civil servants or employees in the public sector or 
as heads of any State agency or authority while they are holding office.

parliamentary bodies
The following bodies are important for the parliamentary work of every 
Member of Parliament:

• The Plenary consists of the entirety of all the Members of the State Parliament 
of Schleswig-Holstein. As a rule, plenary sessions are conducted once a month 
for three days ten times a year in the plenary chamber of the State Parliament. 
The Plenary is the central place for public debate and binding decisions made 
by the Parliament. Before a political position is presented publicly in this arena, 
however, it goes through various stages of parliamentary work: the working 
groups of the parties represented in parliament, the parliamentary groups 
themselves and the committees. Preliminary decisions for the debates and 
subsequent votes in Plenary are thus made in these bodies. So, debates in the 
plenary sessions of Parliament are not primarily designed to convince MPs from 
other parliamentary groups. Rather, discussions in the Plenary aim to clarify 
political alternatives for the public and the media. For this reason, the Plenary 
is also called “Parliament’s showcase”, while the parliamentary groups and 
committees are considered to be the “workshops of Parliament”.

Main entrance of the State Parliament
on Düsternbrooker Weg
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• A parliamentary group is formed by all MPs of one party. As a rule, the 
parliamentary groups convene once a week. The division of labour prevails 
within the parliamentary groups: Expert speakers concern themselves with 
various policy fields, working groups deal with key subject areas, such as 
education, finances and social affairs. As a rule, the decisions taken by a 
parliamentary group are represented jointly in the plenary sessions (parlia-
mentary group discipline). 

• Committees represent the parliamentary bodies concerned with different 
subject areas. They convene for meetings as required by the tasks assigned 
to them by the Plenary. In contrast to plenary sessions, which are always 
held in Kiel, the committees travel to other locations from time to time to 
gather relevant information in the field. In addition to its regular standing 
committees, the Parliament of Schleswig-Holstein can also appoint select 
committees to deal with special tasks. Moreover, Parliament has the option 
to establish a commission of inquiry to prepare a decision on a particularly 
important topic area. Such a commission can be composed of legislators and 
individuals who are not Members of Parliament, e.g. external specialists. To 
get to the bottom of a matter of public interest, the State Parliament is entitled 
to set up a committee of investigation (if one fifth of its members so desire).
In its 17th legislative period, the Parliament of Schleswig-Holstein has eight 
standing committees with 13 members each, five representing the CDU, 
three the SPD, two the FDP and one each from the parliamentary groups of 
ALLIANCE 90/THE GREENS, the LEFT Party and the South Schleswig Voters’ 
Association, SSW.

Conference room:
venue for committee meetings
and other events
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There are the following standing committees:

• Interior and Judiciary Committee
• Finance Committee
• Education Committee
• Environment and Agriculture Committee
• Economic Affairs Committee
• Social Affairs Committee
• Petitions Committee
• European Affairs Committee

opposition
The important role that the opposition plays in a parliamentary democracy is 
already underscored by the fact that the Constitution of Schleswig-Holstein 
devotes a separate article (Article 12) to the opposition in parliament: 
“The opposition in parliament is an essential element of parliamentary 
democracy. The opposition shall criticize and monitor government programs 
and government decisions. The opposition represents an alternative to the 
legislators and parliamentary groups supporting the government. Hence the 
opposition shall have the right to equal political opportunities.”
Even though all non-governmental parties form the opposition together, the 
largest among them is accorded a special function: The chair of the largest 
opposition party in parliament is the Leader of the Opposition – in the 17th 
legislative period it is the SPD which represents the largest party sitting in 
opposition in the State Parliament. In accordance with the parliamentary 
rules of procedure, the Leader of the Opposition is entitled to take the floor 
immediately after the Minister President has completed his speech. 
Naturally, the Leader of the Opposition doesn’t speak for all of the parties 
sitting in opposition, but only for the largest parliamentary group. Therefore, 
the leaders of the other parliamentary groups are entitled to speak after him.

the public 
The Parliament of Schleswig-Holstein meets and deliberates in public. This 
holds true for its plenary sessions and, as a rule, for parliamentary committee 
meetings as well. For this reason, the public also has access to the official 
minutes and decisions adopted by the State Parliament. The public is barred 
from committee meetings only if “overriding interests of public welfare or 
personal, confidential affairs of individual citizens should require this”. This 
applies to the Petitions Committee, for example, which looks into complaints 
lodged by individual citizens. However, the Committee does report to the 
Plenary every three months about the petitions dealt with which have been 
rendered anonymous for this purpose. Thus, Parliament and the public in 
general are informed about the complaints submitted.
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legislation
In principle, the Plenary will consider draft bills and budgetary proposals, 
but also agreements going beyond the competence of Schleswig-Holstein  
(e.g. the amount of the radio license fee) in two readings. The purpose of the 
First Reading is to discuss the general principles of a piece of legislation, 
whereas the Second Reading is primarily devoted to the consideration of 
individual provisions. In between the two readings there is the deliberative 
process in the committees.
Draft bills can be introduced by individual Members of Parliament, a group 
of legislators, the Government of Schleswig-Holstein or by public initiative. 
A final decision will then be taken either by the Plenary or in a referendum.

The individual federal states have the right to enact legislation in all cases 
in which the Basic Law of the Federal Republic of Germany does not vest 
legislative power in the federal level. 
The state level may pass legislation in the following policy fields:

• schooling
• policing
• regional development and planning
• municipal codes
• the press, radio, television
• organisation of the State’s administration

An important task of Parliament is the decision on the State’s budget. The 
right to approve the budget is considered to be the “supreme sovereign right 
of Parliaments” because the budget constitutes the basis for government 
action. The government draws up and submits a budget showing revenues 
and expenditures for the coming year (or in the case of a biennial budget 
for two years) to the State Parliament, which in turn deliberates the draft 
budget in a First Reading and in the committees. This piece of legislation is 
then approved by the Plenary in a Second Reading and the budget comes into 
force upon its publication. 

parliamentary oversight
In addition to its lawmaking and budgetary approval powers, the State 
Parliament has another important responsibility: It exercises oversight over 
the “executive power”, i.e. the Government of Schleswig-Holstein. The State 
Parliament and its committees are entitled to demand the attendance of 
members of the Government of Schleswig-Holstein. The State Government 
is obliged to brief the State Parliament fully and at an early stage about draft 
bills as well as about key questions of land use planning, location planning 
and the realisation of large-scale projects. Moreover, it must keep Parliament 
informed about the preparation of ordinances and administrative regulations, 
its participation in the Upper House of the German Parliament, the Bundesrat, 

lt5009_fly_buchblock_engl_rz.indd   6 27.05.10   16:21



8

and its cooperation with the other federal states, the Federation as such, 
the European Union and other countries. Furthermore, the Government of 
Schleswig-Holstein has to provide information to the MPs. This can be done 
by means of written questions which the government has to answer, through 
question time in the plenary sessions of the State Parliament or also through a 
parliamentary procedure known as interpellation by which the government is 
asked to explain complex policy issues in great detail. An entire parliamentary 
group or at least 18 MPs must support the request for a major interpellation, 
whereas an individual MP can use the instrument of a minor interpellation, i.e.  
ask questions during question time or submit them in written form.

The foyer of the State Parliament awash with light

state house
The Parliament of Schleswig-Holstein works in a building that can look back 
on a colourful history. It was originally built to house the Imperial Naval 
Academy. After a construction period of five years, the Naval Academy was 
formally inaugurated on October 6, 1888. The air raids in World War II caused 
substantial damage to the building, so that reconstruction after the war took 
several years. The Parliament of Schleswig-Holstein moved into the House on 
Kiel Fjord in 1950. It has been called “Landeshaus”, the German expression 
for state house, since then. Initially, the State Parliament had to share the 
space for many years with the Ministry of the Interior and the Land Chancellery 
(nowadays called State Chancellery).
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More space was available for the parliamentarians and the administration of 
the State Parliament when the Ministry of the Interior moved out in 1983. The 
first stage of a thorough rehabilitation and modernisation project was carried 
out from 1984 to 1987. Since then, it has been possible to follow the plenary 
debates in the State Parliament via loudspeaker in the offices and conference 
and meeting rooms. In addition to the “paternoster” that has been in operation 
since 1950, an elevator accessible for disabled people was installed. 
The second construction phase began in 1999. The main project was to build 
a new plenary chamber facing the waterfront on the site of the former terraces 
of the State House.
The design of the annex made of glass symbolises democracy and transparen-
cy. The first sitting in the new Plenary Chamber was held in April 2003. There 
are more than 70 seats for visitors on the gallery. In addition to the plenary 
sessions, many public events are also organised here, for example readings, 
exhibition openings and public discussions. Since the end of 2006, the State 
House has been used exclusively by Parliament because the State Chancellery 
has moved to another building on Düsternbrooker Weg.

information on the state parliament
Visitor programs The State Parliament’s Department of Public Relations 
offers a wide range of programs on the work of the Parliament, e.g

• attendance at a plenary debate
• discussion with MPs
• information program of the Visitor Services, role plays, seminars
• open house evenings for individual visitors

If you would like to book a program, please contact
Susanne Keller – Tel: +49 (0) 431-988-1118 
Sigrid Moser – Tel: +49 (0) 431-988-1121

Printed information Leaflets, manuals, the monthly magazine “Der Land-
tag”, all these and further information material are available free of charge. 
Please contact: Tel. +49 (0) 431-988-1163, Fax +49 (0) 431-988-1119, E-Mail 
bestellungen@landtag.ltsh.de, postal address: Schleswig-Holsteinischer 
Landtag, Postfach 7121, 24171 Kiel

Online information Please visit our website www.sh-landtag.de for the 
minutes of plenary sessions, official parliamentary documents, details about 
Members of Parliament and the committees, information about current 
events and much more. When the State Parliament is in session, you will find 
up-to-date information about the debates and decisions under the heading 
“plenum-online”. Go ahead and have a look!
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