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7. The Legal Framework

How does German Copyright Law work?

Under German copyright law, only the creator of a work holds the exclusive rights to that work. 

These rights arise automatically upon creation; no special labeling or registration is required. 

Copyright cannot be transferred to third parties, although usage rights (such as those granted to 

publishers) can be licensed. In Germany, copyright protection lasts for 70 years after the creator's 

death. Thereafter, absent any applicable subsequent rights, the work enters the public domain.

What is a Creative Commons License?

Creative Commons (CC) licenses enable creators to specify the conditions under which others 

may reuse their works. CC licenses, whose terms are defined flexibly, occupy a space between 

traditional German copyright and the public domain. CC licenses are formed by combining one or 

more of the following terms:

BY

Attribution: 

The creator must be credited.

ND

No Derivatives: 

Derivatives or adaptations of the work 

are not permitted.

SA

Share Alike: 

Derivatives or adaptations of the original 

work must be published under the same 

CC license as the original work.

NC

Non-Commercial: 

The work may not be used for 

commercial purposes.

Be careful when using the NC license term!

When using the NC license term, authors should be aware that it may unintentionally restrict forms 

of reuse they did not intend to prohibit. For example, a work that uses the NC license term cannot 

be included in Wikipedia, since this free knowledge database is not publicly funded and is 

therefore considered “commercial.”
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https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

