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Indirect democracy/ representative democracy

DIRECT REPRESENTATIVE
Democracy Democracy
Laws, Rules... Laws, Rules...
A
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A Comparative Look: Legislative Sessions in Federal Systems

Federal Legislatures: A Structural Overview

While all four countries utilize a federal system with a bicameral legislature, the structure and function of their legislative bodies show significant
variation. This overview compares the upper and lower houses that form the legislative core of the United States, Germany, Switzerland, and Australia.

United States Germany Switzerland Australia
Lower: House of Representatives Lower: Bundestag Lower: National Council Lower: House of Representatives
Upper: Senate Upper: Bundesrat Upper: Council of States Upper: Senate
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The Legislative Branch: Representing People & States

All four nations have bicameral (two-house) legislatures, but they balance representation of the
populace (Lower House) and the constituent units (Upper House) in different ways.

Country Lower House (Representation Basis) Upper House (Representation Basis)

United States House of Representatives (by Population) Senate (2 per State, Equal)

Germany Bundestag (by Population, Proportional) Bundesrat (by Lander Governments, Unequal)
Switzerland National Council (by Population) Council of States (Mostly 2 per Canton, Equal)
Australia House of Representatives (by Population) Senate (12 per State, Equal)
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Parliament Assembly Parliament
*German Bundestag size fluctuates due to "overhang seats" in their MMP system (Target ~630).
31



2/17/26

Stability vs. Responsiveness

Mapping term lengths against the number of citizens per representative.
Higher Y-Axis = More exclusive (fewer reps per person).
Further Right = More stability (longer terms).
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United States of America Congress
House of Representatives + Senate
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As of Apr 4, 2022: - Democratic Party: 221 seats l:l Vacant: 5 seats - Republican Party: 209 seats
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US electoral districts/ lower house

i&p eao& 05

he U.S. House of
Representatives:
District-level single-
member
constituencies

M Gained 4 seats
M Gained 2 seats
I Gained 1 seat
[ No change

[ Lost 1 seat

) [ Lost 2 seats
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Senate

seed 100 "

[ | Democratic Party: 48 seats = Independent: 2 seats || Republican Party: 50 seats @ More details
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Joint session of the Congress ogoo
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The Newly Elected
German Parliament

Distribution of seats in the German Bundestag
following the federal election on Feb. 23, 2025

® AfD @ CDU/CSU @ SPD @ The Greens @ The Left @ SSW

o 1
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coalition

Provisional results as of Jan. 24, 2025

; . Sﬁche: The Federal Returning Officer
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German federalism and parliament:
Bundestag (Lower) and Bundesrat (Upper)
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https://www.electoral-reform.org.uk/exploring-the-proportional-outcome-of-germanys-2025-federal-election/
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Transparency

Khin Maung Win 2024
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Bundesrat (upper house)

Composition of the Bundesrat
As of 18 January 2024
federal
government coalition votes state
total of votes: _—
Baden- 6 4 Thuringia
Wirttem- L
berg absolute majority:
4 Schleswig-
Holstein
Bavaria 6
Saxony-
Anhalt
4
Berlin Saxony
4
Brandenburg Saarland
3 4
Rhineland-
Bremen 3 s Palatinate
Hamburg 3 6 North Rhine-
Hesse Westphalia
Mecklenburg- Lower Saxony
Vorpommern
. . . . . . Khin Maung Win 2024 —(D@
7\ Bundesrat CDhU csu SPD FDP GREENS LEFT FW g S T
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* This solution also aims to ensure that the larger federal states cannot

outmaneuver the others, whilst at the same time making sure the
smaller federal states would not be able to outvote the other states.
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How They Are Chosen

The method of selection fundamentally shapes the chamber's allegiance.

. . v .
‘ Direct Election ¢ State Delegation
Citizens vote directly for candidates. Allegiance is to the voter. State governments appoint officials. Allegiance is to the State Government.
— US Senate - German Bundesrat
~ 2 per State, elected by people (since 1913). "~ Members of State Cabinets. Must vote as a block.
- Australian Senate This is a key distinction. The German Upper House is a chamber of
<. .
Proportional Representation (STV) by State. bureaucrats and ministers, not politicians campaigning for votes. This

makes it a highly technocratic and expert body compared to the US Senate.

ﬂ Swiss Council of States

Cantonal rules (mostly direct vote).

53
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Power Dynamics

Not all Upper Houses are created equal.
This radar chart visualizes the strength
of the second chamber.

i1 Symmetric Power
+ USA & Switzerland. Both houses must agree for a
law to pass.

V\ Asymmetric Power
Germany. The Lower House is supreme; Upper
House veto is often limited.

v The "Washminster" Mix
Australia. Strong Senate, but government is
formed only in the Lower House.

0vt Formation Role

54
Law-Making Process: Where to Compare
» Structure and power balance (Executive and two Houses)
* Bill initiation and development
* Passage of the law and the role of the Second House
* Resolving deadlocks
* Final approval and veto

55
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The Path of a Bill: Critical Divergences

USA
Introduction

By Member of Congress Only

Committees
Most bills die here (Gatekeeping)

Vote: House & Senate

Must pass exact text in both

Presidential Action
Sign or Veto (Override requires 2/3)

Germany
Drafting

Usually by Government Ministries

1st Reading (Bundestag)
Debate & Committee Referral

Bundesrat Review

Suspensive or Absolute Veto power

President Signature

Ceremonial / Constitutional Check

Australia Switzerland

Introduction Consultation

House of Reps (Usually Govt) Cantons & Parties consulted FIRST

Three Readings Two Chambers

Strict Party Line Voting Nat. Council & Council of States (Equal)

Senate Review Referendum Window

Powerful crossbench negotiation 100 Days to challenge law

Royal Assent Entry into Force

Governor-General (Formal) If no referendum or vote passes

Percentage of Introduced Bills Enacted

Australia

Germany

Switzerland

| The Efficiency Gap

The design of the system dictates the flow of legislation. The United States system is
designed for "gridlock"—preventing tyranny by making it hard to pass laws.
Consequently, thousands of bills are introduced, but only a fraction (approx 3-5%)
become law.

In contrast, Germany and Australia, with executives drawn from parliament, enjoy
"Fused Power." Government bills rarely fail. Switzerland sees fewer laws introduced,
but the rigorous pre-consultation phase means those that reach a vote usually pass,
barring a citizen referendum.
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Legislative Output: A Snapshot

The number of bills passed can be a crude measure of legislative activity. This (hypothetical 2023) data shows that output isn't purely correlated with

session length. Germany's coalition system and structured weeks may lead to higher output, while the US system's "gridlock" potential can slow bill

passage.

United States Germany

Key Takeaways

Switzerland Australia

Comparing these four federal systems reveals a spectrum of legislative practice. The United States model emphasizes continuous, professional
lawmaking, but is susceptible to partisan gridlock. Germany's system is built for coalition governance and efficiency. Australia mirrors the US/UK model

but with its own powerful Senate. Switzerland's unique "militia" system prioritizes consensus and part-time citizen legislators, resulting in a distinct,

more deliberative legislative pace. Each model reflects its nation's unique political history and constitutional compromises.
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German Consent Law-making process

Germany: Consent Bill

1st Chamber ! /7'\

both chamb

Mediation commitee
composed of 32 members of

ers

A

A

‘ No agreement ‘ ‘ Agreement

| 2nd Chamber |

D

President
for promulgation

59
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Swiss Law-making process (1): initiation of
draft bill

* Federal Council (Government) — The executive branch can
propose new laws or amendments

* Members of Parliament (Federal Assembly) - Parliamentarians
can introduce proposals

* Cantons - Cantonal governments can propose legislation

* Popular Initiative — Citizens can propose constitutional
amendments if they gather at least 100,000 signatures within 18
months

60

Swiss Law-making process (2): Drafting and
Consultation

* If the Federal Council initiates the process, it prepares a draft law

* The draft is then sent to various stakeholders, including cantons,
political parties, and interest groups, for consultation

* After feedback, the Federal Council refines the draft and submits
it to Parliament

61
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Swiss Law-making process (3): Parliamentary
Debate and Approval

* The draft law is reviewed by both chambers of Parliament:

* National Council (lower house)
* Council of States (upper house)

* Both chambers must approve the law, and any differences must
be resolved through a conciliation process

* Once both chambers agree, the law is adopted.

62

Swiss Law-making process (4): Optional
Referendum

* Citizens can challenge a new law through an optional
referendum if they collect at least 50,000 signhatures within 100
days after its official publication

* If areferendum is triggered, a nationwide vote is held

* If the majority of voters approve the law, it comes into force. If
rejected, it is annulled

63
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Swiss amendment of the constitution

* Mandatory Referendum - Any amendment to the Swiss
Constitution must be approved in a nationwide vote

* Double Majority Requirement — Constitutional changes require a
majority of both the total population and the majority of cantons
to pass
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