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 Press Freedom in Germany

 Voluntary Self-Regulation of the Press 

 Evolution, purpose and function of the German Press Council

 Press Code und complaints procedure

 Cases

 Discussion
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Press Freedom in Germany
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 Article 5 Paragraph 1 of the Federal Constitution: 

„Every person shall have the right freely to express and disseminate his 
opinions in speech, writing and pictures, and to inform himself without 
hindrance from generally accessible sources. Freedom of the press and 
freedom of reporting by means of broadcasts and films shall be 
guaranteed. There shall be no censorship.“

 Federal Constitutional Court, decision 20, 162 (constitutional complaint by 
SPIEGEL news magazine in 1966): „A free press that is subject neither to 
control by the public powers nor to censorship is a characteristic element 
of free government; in particular, a free political press that publishes at 
regular intervals is indispensable to a modern democracy […].“
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History of the German Press Council
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 founded 20th of November 1956 in Bonn

 Historical/political context: draft of a federal press law 
(government control through press committees)

 Journalists and publishers wanted to avoid such control under 
participation of state authorities

 Result: Associations of journalists and publishers decided to 
create a self-regulating body
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Member organizations

 Federal Association of German Newspaper Publishers  (BDZV)

 German Magazine Publishers’ Association (VDZ)

 Association of German Journalists (DJV)

 German Journalists’ Union (dju)
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Structure of the Press Council
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 3 complaints commissions (with 8 members)

 plenum, i. e. the "Press Council" (28 members)

 members’ assembly of sponsoring organisation (8 members)

 office in Berlin, 10 employees
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Structures
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Finances
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 Funds from the sponsoring organisations

 Funds generated through services offered by the Press council

 Government grant 
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Purposes
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 Lobbying for press freedom

 Maintaining the reputation of the press

 Handling of complaints against publications

(print and online)

 Contact both for editorial departments and readers

 Creation and development of ethical principles of the press



Role and function

 Legitimation: Professional ethics instead of authoritative law

 self-commitment of newspaper and magazine editors

 Considerate advisor instead of judge

 complaints commissions equally manned with journalists 
and editors

 Goal: safeguarding of Press ethics (Press Code)
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Sanctions

Three types of sanctions:

 Advice note

 disapproval

 reprimand

Criteria:

 gravity of the infringement

 consequences of the publication for the person affected

 steps towards mitigation of consequences or their reoccurence
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Self-regulation

 Declaration of self-
commitment to the Press 
Code and the decisions of
the Press Council
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Press Code

 Guidelines for journalistic work 

 16 sections, partly with substantiating guidelines

 Objects:
 human dignity
 journalistic duties of care in research
 professional confidentiality and protection of informants
 separation of commercial and journalistic content
 protection of honour and personality
 discrimination ban
 presumption of innocence 
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Truth, human dignity, accuracy

Section 1 – Human dignity, truthfulness

Respect for the truth, preservation of human dignity and accurate informing
of the public are the overriding principles of the Press. In this way, every
person active in the Press preserves the standing and credibility of the media.
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Case 1
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Case 1

 „The naked truth“: Cover shows 
„naked“ chancellor Gerhard 
Schröder

 Shall the press be allowed to
depict the head of government
naked?
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Case 1

 Complaint unjustified

 No belittling of the human dignity
or the office of the chancellor

 Admissible satire

 Reference to „The Emperor‘s New
Clothes“
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Section 11 – Sensational reporting

Guideline 11.1 – Inapropriate portrayal

A report is inappropriately sensational if the person it covers is reduced to an
object, to a mere thing. This is particularly so if reports about a dying or
physically or mentally suffering person go beyond public interest and the
readers‘ requirement for information.

When placing pictorial representations of acts of violence and accidents on
front pages, the Press shall respect the possible effects on children and young
people.
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Case 2
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Case 2
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 „Here dies Hertha‘s
hope“

 Shall the press be
allowed to show a dying
person?
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Case 2
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 Complaints justified

 Reader can look the
dying person straight in 
the eyes

 Public reprimand

 Section 1 of the Press 
Code
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Protection of honour
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Section 9  – Protection of honour

Violating people‘s dignity with inappropriate representations in word and 
image contradicts journalistic ethics.

Section 10 – Religion, ideology, morals

The Press will refrain from vituperating against religious, philosophical or 
moral convictions.
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Case 3

2402.05.2016



Case 3
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 „The leak has been found!“



Case 3
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Case 3
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„Vatileaks“-affair: The 
Pope on the cover of 
the satirical magazine 
TITANIC

 182 complaints

 Sections 1, 8, 9 and 10 of the
Press Code

 How far shall satire be 
allowed to go when criticizing 
representatives of religion, 
church and belief?
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Case 3
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„Vatileaks“-affair: The 
Pope on the cover of the 
satirical magazine 
TITANIC

 Public reprimand

 Section 9 of the Press Code

 Section 10 not affected
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Professional dilligence
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Section 2 – journalistic due dilligence

Research is an indispensable instrument of journalistic due diligence. The
publication of specific information in word, picture and graphics must be
carefully checked in respect of accuracy in the light of existing circumstances.
Its sense must not be distorted or falsified by editing, title or picture
captions. Unconfirmed reports, rumours or assumptions must be quoted as
such.

Symbolic photos must be clearly marked as such.
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Case 4
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„Sensational Baby-Photos!“

„It already sucks on its
thumb…“

„The first Baby-Photos!“



Case 4
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 Section 2 of the Press Code

 Unmarked symbolic photo

 Complaint justified

 Public reprimand
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Protection of personality
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Section 8  – Protection of personality

The Press shall respect the private life of a person and his/her right to self-
determination about personal information. However, if a person‘s behaviour
is of public interest, it may be discussed by the Press. In the case of
identifying reporting, the public interest in information must outweigh the
interests worthy of protection of the persons involved; sensational interests
alone do not justify identifying reporting. As far as an anonymization is
required, it must be effective.

The Press guarantees editorial data protection.
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Case 5

„Pregnant woman beaten
to death, thrown into
Danube“

„Was it the father of her 
baby?“
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Case 5

 „Pregnant woman beaten
to death, thrown into
Danube“
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Case 5

 Complaint of the victim‘s
mother

 Photos taken from facebook-
profile of the victim
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Fall 8

 Public reprimand

 Section 8, Guideline 8.2 
(Protection of victims); 
publication of photographs
permissible only when relatives 
have given consent

 Availability of photos on 
facebook does not justify use in 
report



Case 6
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 19 complaints

 Victims are pictured with abbreviated

first name and full surname, 

in most cases without prior
authorization

Case 6
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 19 complaints

 Victims are pictured with abbreviated

first name and full surname, 

in most cases without prior
authorization

 Breach of protection of personality

(Section 8)

 Disapproval

Case 6
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Case 7
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Case 7

„Germany is serving: For decades Israel has been reinforced with weapons, partly for
free. Isreal‘s ennemies think of the country as a voracious moloch. Peter Beinart
[author] laments, that it has come to this.“
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Case 7

„Voracious“
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Case 7

 Caricature from „Der Stürmer“ („The 
Attacker“)

 Antisemitic weekly paper from 1923 to
1945

 significant part of Nazi propaganda

 best known for its antisemitic
caricatures
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Case 7

02.05.2016 44

 6 complaints, i. a. from the
American Jewish Committee Berlin

 Editor: „use of a cliché in order to
denounce the cliché (…) 
misunderstandable“

 Decision: Use of antisemitic
stereotypes violates section 12

 Complaints justified, sanction
waived



Complaints 2008-2014



Extensive and summary proceedings



Decisions in the committees

Stand: Januar 2015



Sanctions in the committees in 2014

Stand: Januar 2015



Sections of the Press Code
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Complainants



Respondents



Print or online? 

Stand: Januar 2015



Thank you for your attention.

contact: portack@presserat.de
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