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How does one introduce Judge Wolfgang Schomburg? 

 

Wolfgang Schomburg is a man of principles – always a good thing in a judge.  

 

He is also a political man and has held high political office in Germany – some may 

say: not such a good thing for a judge.  

 

Yet, during his entire illustrious career he has striven to curb the influence of politics 

over justice and to maintain the independence of the judiciary. 

 

This finally led him to sit in judgment over people accused of exerting the ultimate 

influence of politics over justice: The use of violence to oppress, expel and 

sometimes even exterminate whole sections of society in the former Yugoslavia and 

Rwanda. His experience has caused him to doubt that there will ever be full equality 

before the law, or that judges will ever find absolute truth or justice. Yet, he has 

dedicated himself to fighting for these fundamental values. 

 

Wolfgang was born in Spandau in 1948, which at the time was part of the British 

sector of Berlin.  

 

His grandfather was an ardent Social Democrat and a member of the resistance 

under the Nazi regime.  

 

After the war, when the Americans took control of the town where he lived, he was 

made its mayor. The town was ceded to the Soviets in 1948. Because his 

grandfather refused to cooperate politically with the Communist Party, he was sent to 

one of the former Nazi concentration camps then used by the Soviets. He died while 

imprisoned there. 
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Wolfgang and his mother were evacuated from Berlin to West Germany by the 

British Royal Air Force in 1949. 

 

His family history had instilled him with the desire to make the pursuit of justice his 

profession. After obtaining his law degrees he was given the opportunity to prove his 

mettle, when he became a prosecutor in the white-collar crime unit in West Berlin in 

1974.  

 

It was the practice at the time that any intended search of suspects’ premises had to 

be notified to the Senator for Justice; frequently after such notice had been given, 

certain suspects would miraculously receive advance warning of the impending visit. 

Wolfgang and some of his colleagues – who were eventually given the moniker “The 

Upright Seven” by some of the press – decided that the practice had to stop and 

conducted one search without such prior notice, which was then crowned by success 

– and led to the practice being abandoned.  

 

In the 1980s Wolfgang became the leader of the Social Democratic Lawyers in Berlin 

for eight years and was eventually himself proposed by the Mayor of Berlin to be 

Justice Senator – however, he ultimately lost out on gender diversity grounds and 

instead became under secretary of state to the new Senator, Jutta Limbach. 

 

Wolfgang Schomburg is one of the fathers of the German Law on International 

Cooperation in Criminal Matters, and has been one of its foremost commentators 

ever since. He was also one of the main promoters of the creation of Eurojust, an 

EU-wide clearing-house for judicial cooperation in criminal matters, which was 

eventually established in The Hague. 

 

Together with British and other lawyers, most prominently Dame Audrey Glover, he 

was instrumental in abolishing the post-war occupation relict of the death penalty in 

West Berlin in 1987/88.  

 

In 1995 he was appointed to the bench at the Federal Court of Justice. During his 

time there, he was the first federal judge to take paternity leave because his Danish 
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wife’s career in the EU required her to move to Greece for a time, and he looked 

after their two children for 18 months. 

 

In 2001 he was elected judge of the International Criminal Tribunal for the Former 

Yugoslavia and in 2003 became a member of its  Appeals Chamber, and that of the 

sister tribunal for Rwanda. He retired from the international bench in 2008; he has 

since worked in private practice and remained active in promoting the rule of law, 

especially in transitional countries. 

 

Because he has, in addition to his “daytime job”,  

• authored over 150 substantive and often leading scholarly publications,  

• has lectured globally at scores of universities,  

• has for many years assisted the Council of Europe in promoting the Rule of 

Law in countries of the former Soviet Union,   

• accepted the Chair of the Law School’s Centre for Criminal Law and Criminal 

Justice and  

• has since taught pro bono on its LLM,  

Durham University conferred an Honorary Professorship on him in 2009. 

 

In 2008, the Federal President awarded him one of Germany’s highest honours, the 

Great Cross of Merit, for his services to international justice. 

 

Wolfgang Schomburg, to borrow without the original sarcasm from a writer who 

gained some prominence on these shores, is an honourable man. It is therefore right 

that we honour him today. 

 

Chancellor, I present Wolfgang Schomburg to receive the degree of Doctor of Civil 

Law, honoris causa. 
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