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any prerogatives in setting the timetable agenda in the Bundestag, and the control by
the parliamentary majority is also limited.

The second analytical focus identified above studies agenda setting as a relevant
aspect of executive legislative relations in the broader context of political compe-
tition. In this context, agenda setting among veto players takes place between the
executive and ‘its’ parliamentary parties (cell II). Relevant institutional mechanisms
include the combination of the vote on a bill with a vote of confidence and the limit-
ations on individual members’ rights in the Bundestag. The first mechanism has only
been used once. It may have been relevant as a threat somewhat more often, but cer-
tainly is not a constantly dominant feature of the interaction between the government
and ‘its’ PPGs. The second mechanism restricts to an extent the ability of minorities
within a PPG to hurt their party by introducing bills and offering controversial amend-
ments. Overall, both mechanisms do not seem to play a major role due to the high unity
displayed by parliamentary parties in Germany.”® All this should not be taken as evi-
dence for streamlined PPGs, though. It is clear from qualitative research that parlia-
mentary parties, specialised policy groups within PPGs, and party representatives in
parliamentary committees do influence the positions taken by the government and
the final outputs of the legislative process.”"

Finally, we can study agenda setting between veto players and non-veto players
with regard to executive legislative relations (cell IV in Table 1). Here, the empirical
analysis of Bundestag rules found an extremely weak position of the executive branch
and severe restrictions on agenda control by parliamentary majorities. Taking agenda
setting as an indicator, the German government cannot be considered dominant vis-a-
vis the Bundestag.

CONCLUSION

Government agenda-setting rights are an important topic both with regard to direct
policy effects in the context of spatial models and more broadly in the analysis of
executive legislative relations. These analytical foci, both of which can be identified
in the discussion of agenda setting in Tsebelis’ veto player theory, should be analysed
separately. As a second dimension, it is important to distinguish studies analysing only
agenda setting among veto players from those including non-veto players as well.
Combining these dimensions leads to four different theoretical perspectives on
agenda setting with one overarching research question each.

These distinctions are not only relevant for classifying existing studies, they also
point to some problems with respect to empirical indicators employed. Often, indi-
cators capturing agenda setting between veto players and non-veto players are used
to operationalise agenda setting among veto players. This impedes empirical tests of
theoretical arguments about the policy effects of agenda setting. Thus, we have to
find indicators that speak directly to the theoretically relevant processes among veto
players. Agenda setting within cabinets and mechanisms for resolving inter-chamber
differences in bicameral systems are identified as promising in this context. Mechan-
isms of agenda setting involving veto players and non-veto players are useful as indi-
cators for executive dominance and may offer an interesting institutional alternative to
the behavioural proxies currently used in the literature.
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Empirically, this article focused on agenda setting rules in the Bundestag. The most
interesting finding is the extremely weak institutional position of the government. The
executive has almost no formal prerogatives with regard to controlling the content of
bills and the conduct of parliamentary business. Even when rights of parliamentary
majorities are treated as government rights, the control of the governing parties is
very limited as the rules of procedure grant minorities various opportunities to influ-
ence both the voting agenda and the timetable agenda. In practice, the relative insti-
tutional balance between the governing majority and the opposition has led to a
consensual style of organising business in the Bundestag.

The weak role of the government can be explained by historic factors and analytical
arguments about the party system and the institutional structure of lawmaking in
Germany. The institutional legacy of earlier rules of procedure developed under the nine-
teenth century constitutional monarchy, the fear of a very strong executive after 1945,
and the prevalent self-perception of parliamentarians clarify why the Basic Law and
the first Bundestag rules of procedure provide for a government without major agenda
setting rights. Analytical arguments about characteristics of the party system, the govern-
ment format, and the importance of the Bundesrat as additional veto player explain why
no government since has pushed for stronger agenda setting prerogatives.

Overall, the investigation of agenda setting in the Bundestag reinforces the general
characterisation of the German political system as a democracy with multiple veto
players and strong consensus elements. Consensus beyond the narrow range of govern-
ing parties is required for changing policy in the ‘grand coalition state’.”” Neither the
executive branch nor the governing parties in parliament are able to unilaterally control
business in the Bundestag and, more broadly, policy-making in Germany.

NOTES

An earlier version of this article was presented to the workshop ‘The Role of Governments in Legislative
Agenda Setting’ at the ECPR Joint Session of Workshops in Granada, April 2005. The author thanks the
workshop directors Bjorn Erik Rasch and George Tsebelis as well as all workshop participants for valuable
comments and suggestions. The author is also grateful for additional comments and suggestions by Erin
Ackerman, Matthias Lehnert, Bernhard Miller, Wolfgang C. Miiller, Thomas Saalfeld, and two anonymous
reviewers.
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