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Colleagues, ladies and gentlemen, 

We are starting our October session this year with a general debate on “Managing parliamentary spending in times of economic restraint: challenges and solutions”. This is a particularly topical issue at present as almost every country’s budget deficit and debt stock have increased significantly, and in some cases dramatically, over the past two years as a result of the global economic and financial crisis. Although the global economic slump seems to have bottomed out, there is still major uncertainty about the sustainability and permanence of the economic recovery. 
In Germany, too, the economic and financial crisis has profoundly affected the state of public finances. In 2009, we experienced the worst recession since the Federal Republic came into existence, and two supplementary budgets were required to cushion the impacts of the crisis and finance the mitigation measures adopted in this context. In 2010, falling tax revenues and rising expenditure have resulted in new borrowing on an unprecedented scale. The draft budget for 2011 is intended to reduce this new borrowing to a sustainable level without impeding growth. New debt rules incorporated into Germany’s constitution, the Basic Law, come into effect from 2011 and will oblige the Federal Government and the budget legislator to cut the structural deficit. Net borrowing, for example, must be progressively reduced by around 10 billion euros annually to 2016. 
This consolidation policy course is a requirement of the draft budget presented by the Federal Finance Minister. Among other things, it means that every area of expenditure must make a contribution to compliance with the new debt rules. When drawing up the budget estimates for 2011 and in the mid-term financial plan to 2014, all assets are to be reviewed and every item of income and expenditure to be examined critically on a differentiated basis. Parliament, too, must comply with these financial and budget policy constraints when preparing its own budget. 
In Germany, Parliament has budget sovereignty. However, the constitutional organs do not act in isolation; rather, given the complementary nature of their functions, they must consult and cooperate with each other if they are to perform their functions properly. Experience has shown that when preparing the budget, political priorities invariably have a bearing on consolidation efforts. It is not simply a matter of making proportional cuts. In the 2011 budget, for example, the Federal Government plans to increase the budget of the Federal Ministry of Education and Research, whereas cutbacks will be required in other policy areas.
If Parliament expects the general public to make sacrifices as part of the efforts to overcome the economic and financial crisis, it cannot ignore the need for financial restraint when it comes to establishing its own budget, which accounts for a 0.2 per cent share of the total federal budget. If Parliament wishes to set an example, it must critically examine the Bundestag’s budget as well – but without adversely affecting its functionality. The capacities of the German Bundestag, as a constitutional body, to function effectively must be dictated not by the financial situation but by its obligations to fulfil its mandate and functions. Funding for official visits for Members, for example, is one of the areas which help to safeguard this functionality. Despite frequent public criticism of Members’ “travel activities” and the implication that they go abroad far too often, such criticism is wide of the mark. In fact, this item of expenditure has increased over the last ten years, but the rise is primarily due to more intensive contacts between the German Bundestag and European Union institutions as part of the Lisbon process and to the Bundestag’s international activities and commitments. 
The Members of the German Bundestag therefore have the difficult task of influencing the preparation of Germany’s federal budget while also critically reviewing Parliament’s own budget spending. They must ask themselves whether and how Parliament can make a contribution to consolidating the federal budget and overcoming the economic and financial crisis in the light of parliamentary spending as a proportion of the overall budget, without restricting Parliament’s ability to perform its constitutional tasks. 
I am sure that many other national parliaments are facing similar situations and I look forward to hearing about the differences and other solutions being adopted.
