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From claiming the last word vis-à-vis Luxembourg to claiming the first word – the Bundesverfassungsgericht’s repositioning within the multilayered system of fundamental
rights protection in the EU

I. Broadening Europeanisation and its effect on the federal balance in fundamental
rights protection in the EU
Broadening Europeanisation, i.e. the advancing transfer and exercise of competences towards
the EU, does not only signify the increasing Europeanisation of many areas of national law, 1
but it also has a profound impact on the federal balance within the multilayered system of fundamental rights protection in the EU. As the ECJ stressed in its Fransson judgment: “Since the
fundamental rights guaranteed by the Charter must ... be complied with where national legislation falls within the scope of European Union law, situations cannot exist which are covered in
that way by European Union law without those fundamental rights being applicable. The applicability of European Union law entails applicability of the fundamental rights guaranteed by
the Charter.” 2 Or, to quote Koen Lenaerts and José Antonio Gutiérrez-Fons: “Metaphorically
speaking, … the Charter is the ‘shadow’ of EU law”. 3
Expanding the scope of EU fundamental rights raises the question of balancing the various
layers of fundamental rights protection in the EU. This is a sensitive issue in federal systems. 4
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As already explained elsewhere, 5 experience in federal systems (for example, in the German
federal state or in the US) demonstrates that a considerable potential for unitarisation resides
within central catalogues of fundamental rights – also in areas for which there are no, or only
weak, competences at the federal level –, in particular if interpreted in activist case-law. This is
accompanied by a marginalisation of the fundamental rights provided by the Member States, as
well as of the (state) Constitutional Courts that are entrusted with their protection. 6 This is problematical, and especially so with regard to well-functioning, differentiated systems of protection
such as the protection of fundamental rights in Germany. On the other hand, federal experience
also demonstrates that legal unity and the precedence of federal law require uniform fundamental rights standards.
Against this background, it is convincing to measure national legislation the enactment of which
is required by EU law not against the yardstick of national fundamental rights, but against EU
fundamental rights, even if national constitutional law loses its standard-setting function as a
result of Europeanisation in this case 7. For, the primacy and uniform application of EU law
would otherwise be placed at risk. This has also been accepted in the case-law of the Bundesverfassungsgericht: It has been settled case-law that national fundamental rights do not apply to national measures implementing mandatory requirements of EU law provided that an
adequate fundamental rights standard is guaranteed at EU level (Solange jurisprudence). 8 It is
important to see, though, that the scope of EU law, and thus the applicability of EU fundamental
rights, go beyond implementing mandatory requirements of EU law. Transposing EU directives
may open up discretion for the Member States, and even if not implementing specific requirements of EU law, the latter may nonetheless be relevant for national legislation (Fransson jurisprudence); the extent of the applicability of EU fundamental rights in these situations however remains controversial. 9 National and EU fundamental rights apply in parallel as a matter
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of principle in such situations, however wide or narrow their scope is assumed to be. Here, too,
national constitutional law may de facto become bereft of its standard-setting function if EU
law standards reveal themselves to be more stringent. 10 In order to counter a too far-reaching
scope of application of EU fundamental rights in such situations, the Bundesverfassungsgericht
has formulated limits: A too expansive approach may be ultra vires; moreover, Germany’s constitutional identity – limiting European integration – requires that substantial scope be preserved
for fundamental rights protection at national level. 11
While this case-law, like the Solange jurisprudence, claims to have the last word when it comes
to applying EU fundamental right to national legislation, the Bundesverfassungsgericht claimed
in its recent decision of 21 March 2018 the first word vis-à-vis Luxembourg. 12 This new approach in the protection of fundamental rights in cooperation between the Bundesverfassungsgericht and the ECJ will be explained in the first section of this article (II.). A second part
offers an analysis and shows that qualifications have to be made (III.).
II. Claiming the first word vis-à-vis Luxemburg: a new approach in the cooperative protection of fundamental rights between the Bundesverfassungsgericht and the ECJ
In its recent decision of 21 March 2018, the Bundesverfassungsgericht reacted to the relativisation of the standard-setting function of the German Basic Law (Grundgesetz) resulting from
Europeanisation (1.), and affirmed its jurisdiction to review fundamental rights issues in an
increasingly Europeanised legal order (2.). The importance of this aspect of the ruling is underlined by the fact that the Court has formulated a specific headnote (headnote 3), despite a rather
short discussion in the reasons.
Europeanisation as relativisation of the standard-setting function of the
Grundgesetz
In substance, the Bundesverfassungsgericht had to scrutinise the constitutionality of the obligation to publish undertakings having infringed food law standards stipulated for by section 40
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subsection (1a) of the German Food, Commodities and Feed Code (Lebensmittel-, Bedarfsgegenstände- und Futtermittelgesetzbuch – LFGB). The substantive aspects will not be discussed
here, 13 but rather their relevance with regard to the multilayered system of fundamental rights
protection in the EU. In this sense, the aforementioned provision must not only be measured
against national fundamental rights standards. Rather, it is also subject to requirements formulated by secondary EU law. First, Art. 17 para. 2 subpara. 3 of Regulation (EC) No 178/2002
formulates a proportionality test for national measures and penalties reacting to infringements
of food and feed law. 14 Second, the Official Controls Regulation [Regulation (EU) No
2017/625], amended in 2017, 15 sets standards for informing the public (Articles 8 and 11).
Third, the fact that the transparency obligation stipulated in the LFGB falls within the scope of
EU law in turn entails the applicability of EU fundamental rights (cf. Art. 51 para. 1 CFR). 16
Thus, as a consequence of the Europeanisation of food and feed law, standards of primary and
secondary EU law apply in juxtaposition to those of the Basic Law, resulting in a relativisation
of the latter’s standard-setting function. This development is not limited to the food and feed
sector. Rather, the Europeanisation of the national legal order has become continually more
broadened, densified and potentiated. 17 This affects many branches of law which are also sensitive in terms of fundamentals rights, such as, to name some recent examples, national data
protection law in view of the EU General Data Protection Regulation, applicable since 25 May
2018, 18 police law as a consequence of its Europeanisation by Directive (EU) 2016/680, to be
transposed by 6 May 2018, 19 or telecommunication surveillance including data retention against
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the background of a broad interpretation of the E-Privacy Directive 20. Finally, the Europeanisation of a specific sector triggers, as shown, the applicability of EU fundamental rights (cf. Art.
51 para. 1 CFR).
Confirming its role as guardian of fundamental rights
This development not only relativises, as analysed elsewhere, the significance of the Basic
Law, 21 but also the jurisdiction of its guardian, the Bundesverfassungsgericht. In its decision of
21 March 2018, Karlsruhe reacted to this development, and stated as follows in the third headnote: “The Federal Constitutional Court reviews whether a national law is compatible with the
Basic Law, including in cases where compatibility with the secondary law of the European
Union is also in doubt.” 22
The formulation of a stand-alone headnote affirms that this headnote is not a mere paraphrase
of the test applied by the Bundesverfassungsgericht which is indeed limited to issues of German
constitutional law, as stipulated by Article 93 para. 1 (No 2) GG. 23 Rather, Karlsruhe marks two
fundamental points: It opts to uphold and assert a distinct national fundamental rights tradition
(a), and it claims the first word vis-à-vis Luxembourg (b).
a) Upholding and asserting a distinct national fundamental rights tradition
With its decision to also review national legislation exclusively with regard to the Basic Law
in cases in which compatibility with secondary EU law is in doubt, the Bundesverfassungsgericht has rejected an extension of its jurisdiction to measure national legislation also
against EU (constitutional) law standards. In contrast, the Austrian Constitutional Court has
followed the opposite path and extended its jurisdiction to review to include the EU Charter of
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Fundamental Rights. 24 This path however entails the risk of marginalising national fundamental
rights.
b) Claiming the first word vis-à-vis Luxembourg
Karlsruhe moreover modifies its relationship with Luxembourg. While the Bundesverfassungsgericht’s case-law on the constitutional limits of European integration (constitutional
identity including the preservation of adequate fundamental rights protection; ultra-vires control) claims the last word in view of applying EU law within the national legal order, 25 its recent
decision claims the first word vis-à-vis Luxembourg in issues of fundamental rights protection. 26 Karlsruhe thus claims to rule on the case irrespective of competing EU law standards,
even if the latter give rise to doubts in terms of the compliance of national legislation with EU
law, and hereby also rejects a reference to the ECJ 27.
The approach followed in its recent decision allows the Bundesverfassungsgericht to formulate
an interpretation of (national) fundamental rights at an early stage, to introduce this interpretation in the pan-European discourse, and thus to influence subsequent rulings of the ECJ on
similar matters of fundamental rights interpretation. 28 This approach may be considered more
effective in terms of promoting Karlsruhe’s interpretation of fundamental rights than formulating questions in a reference for a preliminary ruling or by the constant threat of not following
the ECJ’s judgements in case of a violation of the national constitutional identity because of
deficient fundamental rights standards (Solange jurisprudence), or too expansive fundamental
rights standards (ultra-vires control; preservation of substantial scope for national fundamental
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rights protection as a further constitutional limit to European integration), since its activation is
limited to exceptional cases. 29
From a comparative perspective, it is interesting to note that, whilst it does raise a good deal of
questions, the Italian Corte Costituzionale followed a comparable approach in an obiter dictum
contained in its decision of 7 November 2017, at least in view of the objective of claiming the
first word vis-à-vis Luxembourg: In this obiter dictum, it advocated the primacy of a reference
to the national Constitutional Court if national legislation conflicts with both the Italian Constitution as well as with the EU Charter of Fundamental Rights. 30
Karlsruhe has not gone this far, though. With regard to concrete judicial review (Art. 100 para.
1 GG), the Bundesverfassungsgericht does not advocate such primacy of a reference to the
national Constitutional Court – which would also clash with the ECJ’s Melki jurisprudence 31 –
, but sees both reference procedures on an equal footing; an exception is only made if nonconformity with EU law has been established because of a lack of relevance 32. Moreover, even
parallel standards of EU and national law do not justify an exemption from the duty to refer a
case to the ECJ. 33
III. Analysis: Necessary Qualifications
Karlsruhe’s new approach in dealing with the competing fundamental rights regimes in the EU
does however raise questions. Four points will be highlighted: First, it has to be noted that no
more than the first word vis-à-vis Luxembourg may be claimed (1.). Second, the new approach
creates tensions with the Solange jurisprudence (2.). Third, it may be accused of a certain blindness vis-à-vis EU law (3.). Fourth and last, its limitation to conflicts with secondary EU law is
questionable (4.). One may therefore conclude that the final word has not been spoken on balancing the competing fundamental rights regimes within the EU.
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No more than the first word vis-à-vis Luxembourg may be claimed
In view of the primacy of EU law, the Bundesverfassungsgericht may not – if confirming the
constitutionality of national legislation – claim more than the first word vis-à-vis Luxembourg.
The ultimate relevance of Karlsruhe’s ruling will depend on whether the ECJ, vested with final
authority to interpret EU law, also confirms the conformity of national legislation with primary
and secondary EU law.
Our case may serve as an illustration: If the ECJ were to interpret the rules of secondary EU
law, or the subsequently-applicable EU fundamental rights, as prohibiting the information of
the public as stipulated by section 40 subsection (1a) LFGB, not only would Karlsruhe’s decision (confirming the constitutionality of such a publication in principle) lose relevance, but the
Basic Law would also de facto lose its standard-setting function as a consequence of Europeanisation. 34 A further example is the fiercely-debated conformity of telecommunication data
retention with fundamental rights. If deriving an absolute prohibition from EU law, following
a strict interpretation of the ECJ’s obiter dictum in its Tele2 judgment 35 and contrary to the
Bundesverfassungsgerichts’s judgement of 2 March 2010 36, 37 the pending decision of the Bundesverfassungsgericht would, in substance, no longer be relevant.
Thus, even whilst claiming the first word vis-à-vis Luxembourg, Karlsruhe will not abolish the
ECJ’s final authority to adjudicate on matters of EU law, which may moreover be activated by
any court by lodging a reference for a preliminary ruling in accordance with to Article 267
TFEU, and thus halt the de facto loss of the standard-setting function of the Basic Law.
Tensions with the Solange jurisprudence
If national legislation implementing mandatory requirements of EU law is subject to scrutiny,
the Bundesverfassungsgericht sticks to its orthodox approach of not measuring it against national constitutional law standards as long as national constitutional identity is respected (paras.
20 et seqq.). 38 This case-law rejecting jurisdiction in case of mandatory requirements of EU law
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creates a certain tension with Karlsruhe’s decision of 21 March 2018 also claiming jurisdiction
in cases of doubts regarding the conformity of national legislation with EU law.
The following example may serve as an illustration: Had EU law obliged the national legislature
to introduce a rule such as section 40 subsection (1a) LFGB, the Bundesverfassungsgericht
would not have claimed jurisdiction, provided that national constitutional identity was respected. Had the national legislature, in contrast, introduced such a rule without being obliged
to do so by EU law, whilst EU law were to prohibit such a publication, because of e.g. a lack
of proportionality of section 40 subsection (1) LFGB, we would also be faced with mandatory
requirements of EU law. The recent decision of the Bundesverfassungsgericht however found
these to be irrelevant in terms of jurisdiction.
Thus, the decision distinguishes between national legislation the enactment of which is required
by EU law, and which is thus not subject to constitutional scrutiny on the one hand and national
legislation the enactment of which is not required by EU law, but which is subject to EU law
standards (which are however no less mandatory), and thus subject to constitutional scrutiny on
the other hand. It remains to be seen whether this distinction may be applied consistently. At
any rate, the ECJ made it clear in its Melloni jurisprudence that there is only room for parallel
application of national fundamental rights if “the level of protection provided for by the Charter,
as interpreted by the Court, and the primacy, unity and effectiveness of EU law are not thereby
compromised.” 39
EU law blindness?
Not referring the case to the ECJ, and deciding merely on the basis of national constitutional
law standards, even if the applicability of competing EU law standards is obvious and these
moreover give rise to doubts as to the compliance of national legislation with EU law, may be
equated with a certain blindness of the decision vis-à-vis EU law. One has to consider, though,
that a reference to the ECJ not only prolongs litigation, but will also result in a significant
caseload for the ECJ, since numerous cases will involve issues of EU law. Moreover, the alternative of extending jurisdiction to review – limited by Article 93 para. 1 (No. 2) GG to the
National Constitution – to the EU Charter of Fundamental Rights would not abolish the jurisdiction of the ECJ to have the final say on the interpretation of EU law.
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Finally, the decision does not reject outright EU law influences on the protection of (national)
fundamental rights. An interpretation of national fundamental rights in the light of EU law does
remain possible, albeit in the hands of the Bundesverfassungsgericht. In this sense, the decision
takes note of the ECJ’s case-law (see para. 36).
Questionable limitation to conflicts with secondary EU law
Finally, it seems unconvincing to limit the decision to conflicts between national law and secondary EU law. Rather, the fact that the headnote only refers to secondary EU law is misleading
since its applicability entails the applicability of EU fundamental rights, and thus of primary
EU law (Article 51 para. 1 CFR). Moreover, the EU regulations that are applicable to the case
formulate standards concretising fundamental rights requirements, notably Article 17 para. 2
subpara. 3 of Regulation (EU) No 178/2002 containing positive and negative obligations (see
above, II.1.).

