Constitutional Limits to Security – An Introduction
Konrad Lachmayer
“We uphold our most cherished values not
only because doing so is right, but because it
strengthens our country and keeps us safe.”1

I. Introduction – The Security Decade
The first decade of the new millennium can be understood as a security decade. The terrorist attacks of 9/11 are the symbol of the threat and
the legitimation of the reaction of the international community to these
attacks. However, security measures are rooted deeper in the developments of our time. The UN terrorist lists were introduced in the year
1999 before the attacks of 9/11.2 These lists resulted in freezing the funds
of individuals without a fair trial – without any trial.3 The terrorist attacks
of London (2005) opened the (political) door to a European consensus
on data retention all over Europe.4 The attempts to reach a European
consensus on data retention started a year earlier, after the terrorist attacks in Madrid (2004).5 New forms of international terrorism and its
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symbol, the attacks of 9/11, created the political will to change the legal
framework of societies all over the world. The emphasis was placed upon
security, understood as a constitutional value equivalent to other values
such as liberty. The “war on terror paradigm” was created.6
Although many crises were developing during the first decade of 21st
century, the security debate has been shaped the start of the new millennium. Climate change and the financial or economic crises also have important effects on societies, but the security challenge is affecting constitutional values in the most remarkable way.7
9/11 paved the way for the legal black hole8 of Guantanamo, the closure of which is yet to be achieved. Secret detention, waterboarding and
their symbol, Abu Ghraib, left marks.9 Torture is breaking constitutional
taboos10 but has become a regular tool in the name of security.11 The deprivation of human rights and the infringement of human rights were discussed within the perspective of emergency powers.
A second example of depriving individuals of previously constitutionally guaranteed rights is the freezing of bank accounts without trial.12 Ter__________
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rorist lists are black lists which outlaw persons in their financial dimension. Again, there is neither a final trial nor a possibility to escape from an
infinite “smart sanction”. Moreover, human dignity might be jeapordised,
if the persons thus sanctioned do not have enough financial resources to
survive.
The third example relates to the information age in which we are living. The right to a private life is pushed back. Modern technology provides unforeseen possibilities of surveillance. Intelligence is on the rise:
policing, criminal investigation and prosecution, military activities and the
fight against terrorism depend more and more upon intelligence.13
To summarize, the security developments are challenging the constitutional values, such as human rights, the rule of law and democracy. Security itself is established as a constitutional principle. Constitutional,
Supreme and ordinary courts, as the guardians of constitutional values,
have reacted to the new challenges – some slower than others, some more
effective or more resolute.14 The role of the Courts in the protection of
constitutional values was at stake. However, the wheels of justice grind
slowly.

II. A Constitutional Law Approach
The rise of security as concept, principle and value in the political and
legal discussion could be observed over the last few years. Constitutional
values and security were understood to be on the same level of legal argumentation. Thus, the right balance between liberty and security has
to be found. Franco Frattini, the former Vice-President of the European
Commission, often referred to the need to balance freedom and security:
“06.11.2007 – Counter-terrorism package: ‘Our goal remains preserving
the right balance between the fundamental right to security of citizens,
the right to life and the other fundamental rights of individuals, including
privacy and procedural rights’ Franco Frattini … said today as the Commission adopted a new package of proposals aimed at improving the EU’s
__________
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capabilities in the fight against terrorism.”15 Politicians are changing; the
political rhetoric is not. Jacque Barrot is now the European Commissioner
for the Area of Freedom, Security and Justice. He stated at a speech delivered on 10/11 November 2008 in Berlin at the “7th Congress on European Security and Defence” about “The Roadmap for European Security
– how far, how fast?”: “Security and Freedom are two sides of the same
coin. They are cannot be dissociated. Regulators must make sure that security enhancing measures are proportionate and respect fundamental
values. Even beyond regulation, striking the balance between security and
freedom is a permanent task for governments”16
However, the political strategy of balancing liberty and security is questionable when it comes to the legal application. Oliver Lepsius concludes
this discussion on security with an important insight: “To speak of ‘balancing’ freedom against security is thus misleading. Security has become
ambiguous in its meaning: As an empowering objective security constitutes a so-called “state purpose”, as a legal term it describes – in its respective definition – a legal good … If a legal system wants to realize the
‘idea of security’, it has to further define and outline this hyper-positive
idea on a lower, more tangible, level …The dangers of such an approach,
where precise definitions of “security” and “danger” are neglected in favour of a diffuse scenario of threat, risks and networks, lie in the loss of
individual freedom and, more importantly, in such one of legal rationality.”17 The security debate has to be brought into legal terms and integrated into the legal system. It is not necessary to evoke a state of emergency when there is no reason for it.18 The national and international systems provide complex problem solution mechanisms which are able to deal
with the evolving security challenges.
Furthermore Kofi Annan, former UN General Secretary, has to be
mentioned: “I believe there is no trade-off to be made between human

rights and terrorism. Upholding human rights is not at odds with battling terrorism: on the contrary, the moral vision of human rights – the
deep respect for the dignity of each person – is among our most powerful
weapons against it.”19 This statement reflects a constitutional law approach.
Typically, constitutional law has already made the decision in defining the
relation between security and liberty. Liberty can be located on a constitutional level and is part of the constitutional framework in liberal democracies. Security is understood as a purpose of a state which has to be
fulfilled by law within the framework of constitutional law. Leaving aside
the emergency situation, which cannot easily be argued and which does
not dissolve human rights and the respect for human dignity, the establishment of security structures shall not be balanced with liberty. On the
contrary, security measures are limited by the constitutional framework.20
This constitutional framework regulates the possibilities of restricting
personal freedoms with regard to the principles of proportionality. Such a
proportionality test demands that security measures be adequate and necessary. Further limitations of security measures regarding accountability
and the rule of law have to be considered. And even if these requirements
are fulfilled, security measures must only be allowed if the effect of these
measures does not infringe too strongly upon the relevant human rights.
Thus, security measures have to fulfil several criteria in order to be applicable. This perspective shifts the approach from a balancing one to one of
limitation. Constitutional limits to security are still relevant and not to be
abolished by a new kind of political rhetoric.
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III. The German Example: Protecting Constitutional Values
Germany was not shocked by a terrorist attack on its own territory in
the last decade. However, the German experience of the 1970s and the
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prohibition of terrorist attacks by the police within the last five years
have created a political understanding of the global fight against terrorism. Thus, the German legislature began, as a reaction to 9/11, to introduce various measures to fight terrorist activities. Moreover, the new technical possibilities with regard to surveillance led to a further strengthening of police measures.21
As a consequence of all the new legal possibilities for police and law
enforcement, the German Constitutional Court was challenged to decide
whether or not these measures were in conformity with the constitutional
values represented in the German constitution. The German Constitutional Court made remarkable decisions in the context of security. However, in most of the cases, the Court did not conclude that these measures
were generally forbidden, but that they must be restricted to very important and severe cases and must be complemented with different legal guarantees. As an absolute limitation of security measures, the Court considered human dignity as the basic value, which is the fundament of German Constitutional Law in Art. 1 of the German Basic Law.
In a recent decision, the German Constitutional Court declared as void
the legal basis for police intrusion into private computers using Trojan
horses on the Internet. The Court created a new fundamental right within
the system of basic rights to guarantee the integrity and confidentiality
of computer systems.22 Within this new fundamental right, the legislator
has to restrict the possibilities for installing Trojan horses. The German
constitutional court created, with regard to the principle of proportionality,
a long list of criteria which have to be fulfilled in order to use this police
technique.
Another important decision of the German Constitutional Court dealt
with the shooting down of aircrafts. The Court concluded that the legislative provision concerned is “incompatible with the fundamental right to
life and with the guarantee of human dignity to the extent that the use of
armed force affects persons on board the aircraft who are not participants
in the crime. By the state’s using their killing as a means to save others,
they are treated as mere objects which denies them the value that is due

to a human being for his or her own sake.”23 Thus, there is no possibility
of the state to determine in a general provision the shooting down of aircrafts.
Further decisions of the German Constitutional Court dealt with
automatic data proceeding of car licence numbers with regard to search
warrants,24 electronic eavesdropping25 and dragnet investigation.26 The
German Constitutional Court did not ban the different techniques in general,27 but the Court severely restricted the use of the various techniques by
the state. The principles of legal certainty, proportionality and legal protection are stressed as major restrictions to the further extent of police
measures. The protection of constitutional values, such as human rights
and the rule of law, are favoured by the Court, which limits the possibilites of security measures in Germany.
The German Constitutional Court also dealt with the implementation of European measures, such as the European arrest warrant28 or the
data retention directive.29 The Court demands that the German legislature adopt European law in a way that is in full conformity with German
constitutional law. Thus, the Constitutional Court, as part of a European
network of courts, plays a crucial role in limiting European attempts to introduce new police measures.
In conclusion, the German example offers an important and interesting insight into how far a constitutional court can deal with security questions from a specific constitutional perspective. Although the German
Constitutional Court is famous for its active (self-)understanding of the
role of constitutional courts and its value-based approach, the limitation
of security by the constitutional framework is conceptualised as a role
model for other countries and constitutions.
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IV. Conceptualizing Security in Constitutional Law
The presented approach toward a constitutional limitation to security
should not lead to the impression that security is not part of constitutional
law itself. However, constitutional elements refer to security in different
ways. Thus, different forms of security are part of the constitutional concepts. This does not mean that security shall be located within the constitutional values itself, but it has to be understood within its relation to the
constitutional values. Three forms of the relation of security and constitutional values shall be exemplified here. These examples refer to human
rights, the rule of law and democracy as the basic values of international
constitutionalism.
Within the human rights debate, security is regularly understood as a
limitation of human rights, and the necessity of allowing security measures is only understood in a proportionate way. However, human rights
also include a positive understanding of security.30 This does not derive
from a right to liberty and security (as guaranteed in Art. 5 ECHR), but
in the positive state obligations to guarantee certain aspects of human
rights, also against measures of other individuals. Thus, international human rights courts or committees have developed a so-called right to security.31 The state shall, to a certain extent, protect individuals from the interference of other individuals. This right to security does not provide a
general state duty to prohibit crimes in general. On the contrary, specific
(and not general) measures to protect the right to life are concerned. This
__________
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concept shows a security dimension of human rights which has to be understood in its limited scope and cannot serve, as it seems to be understood in the political debate, as a legitimation of a new kind of restriction of human rights. Moreover, an important area of application of the
right to security is related to specific situations, in which the right to life
is threatened by the state, and the link between the state and the criminals cannot be proven. In such cases, the right to security still remains as
a right to be protected from the state and not only by the state.
The Rule of Law refers primarily to the restriction of the state by law.
The state shall be bound by a legal act, by judges, by the establishment of
accountability and by further legal measures. However, an immanent part
of the rule of law, especially in the English tradition,32 is the establishment
of law and order. The concept of the rule of law immanently builds upon
the idea of law which first, has to be established and second, has to be enforced effectively. If the rule of law is to have any relevance, law and order must be guaranteed to at least a certain minimum standard. Thus,
rule of law, which restricts the exercise of power, has a precondition in a
minimum standard of law and order. However, when this minimum security (law and order) is established, law enforcement is restricted by the
rule of law.
Democracy as a concept restricts security measures by virtue of the
necessity for (democratic) legitimation. Security concepts have to be accepted by the parliament, just as the democratic legislature and the administrative institutions which enforce the law, have to be responsible for
this legislation. Again, constitutional bodies such as the parliament require a certain amount of security to make them effective. Within this
security standard, it is necessary that security measures are legitimate.33
In conclusion, security plays an important role within the constitutional principles which shall, in effect, limit security. This seems to be a
paradox, but it is not. It clarifies that security is a concept which is relevant on different legal levels. However, security cannot be understood as
a single concept, but must instead be distinguished on each level. Within
the political security debate, the different legal (and constitutional) levels
__________
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and the different functions of security are often confused. Security is a
precondition to the functioning of a state and the functioning of a constitution. However, this does not transform security to the foundational
status of the constitution, but rather refers to the minimum standard of
security which must be acquired to establish a functioning legal system.34
When this minimum standard has been reached, security has to be understood as one of many different state objectives, which can only be fulfilled within the constitutional framework, which restricts the means of
reaching these state functions. The debates on terrorism did not provide
enough plausibility to warrant a departure from this constitutional framework. Although it was often invoked in argument, a state of emergency
did not actually occur.

V. International Security Networks
and International Constitutional Law
Security is not only organized nationally. Although the predominating
domestic security strategies are designed to fight against terrorism as well
as organized and other forms of crime, the relevance of international, supranational and transnational cooperation in the field of internal and external security (home affairs and military affairs) has increased.35 Within
the context of these developments, the migration of anti-constitutional
ideas is significant.36
Recent developments have shown a reaction to the globalization of international criminal organization and terrorist networks: The international
community and various states reacted to new threats by establishing an
international security network. Bilateral and multilateral treaties were ratified to intensify data exchange. International and supranational organisa-
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tions established, for example, action plans on terrorism. The relevance
of constitutional values within these developments seems to be limited.
However, international constitutional law can serve as a framework for
these international security developments. Judicial dialogue between different constitutional and supreme courts and the reaction of international
human rights courts and committees are important to the integration, establishment and implementation of these constitutional values on an international and European level.
The security decade has almost reached its end. After several years
dominated by the security debate, the re-entry of the rule of law into the
debate can be observed. The main reasons for this change are the reactions of the courts to the developments of this past decade. After a while,
and in different judgments, the courts began to restrict security measures
step by step. Different decisions, such as the Kadi judgement37 of the
European Court of Justice or the Judgement of the US Supreme Court in
Hamdi vs Rumsfeld38 showed a clear attempt to strenghten the rule of
law. However, the problems of the relation between constitutional law
and security measures cannot be solved with any finality. New challenges,
especially in the fields of surveillance and intelligence, are waiting to be
dealt with in the courts.
These proceedings shall give an overview of the recent developments
and challenges to constitutional law. Moreover, it shows that constitutional law can limit security measures and that the developments of international law, European law and constitutional law in its comparison
must come together to find adequate solutions in times of international
constitutional law.
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