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One Germany in an undivided Europe:

The geopolitical accomplishments of
reunified Germany

Hans—Ulrich Seidt (=SF=2ICHAD







Ladies and Gentlemen,

Quite often people apply a biased approach when evaluating the
success or failure of the German reunification. The problem in my
opinion is two-folded: on the one hand there is a dimension bias and
on the other hand a time bias. By dimension bias, I am referring to the
narrow perspective applied, which mainly focuses on the national
level and especially on the financial transfers. And by time bias, I am
referring to the exuberant expectations in the very beginning after the
reunification and the assumptions, partly nurtured by Helmut Kohls
dictum of the “flowering regions”, which implied that the social and
economic convergence is just a matter of some years.

Well, because of these biases the magnitude of the reunification and
its consequences are sometimes not conceived fully, and therefore the
accomplishments of reunited Germany are heavily underestimated,
on the international as well as on the domestic level.

Therefore I think it is useful to try to bring back to mind some of the
circumstances and challenges of the reunification as well as to try to
assess the progress made in East Germany.

When the old world order collapsed, Germany not only had to
master a new domestic situation but it also had to adapt a new role in
its foreign policy. To comprehend the reunification and the following
events, one has to look back at least until the 1970s to the OSZE
meeting in Helsinki (1975), when the West decided to opt for a
strategy of dialogue and cooperation, detente and disarmament. Back
then, often underestimated, the OSZE conference and its accords,
basically a simple barter deal, which offered the East the recognition of
its borders and stronger economic exchange with the West, and in
return small concessions with regards to human rights, triggered a
general improvement of the relations between the Communist bloc
and the West.
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Later, in the beginning of the 1980s, a liberalization process in
important Soviet bloc countries accelerated due to civic initiatives in
Poland with Solidarnosc/ Solidarity in 1980, in Hungary, as well as in
Czechoslovakia with the Charter 77. It peaked in the second half of the
1980s when Gorbatschow introduced Perestroika and Glasnost, which
in turn led to other important movements in several autonomous
republics of the Soviet Union. Another important incident in this series
of events was the withdrawal of the Red Army in Afghanistan, which
tagged the final failure of the Soviet Union like no other event.

Soon afterwards, a massive movement of GDR refugees tried to force
their emigration by entering West German embassies in East-Berlin,
Warsaw, Praha, and Budapest. A change of leadership in the GDR and
growing protests on the streets finally led to the fall of the Berlin Wall
in the end of 1989, which meant the final economic and political
bankruptcy of the Soviet Union and the Warsaw Pact. And history
progressed further. In the year of the German reunification, several
new, sovereign states in Eastern Europe and Central Asia were founded,
and created a completely new political landscape. As a result of all
these events, Germany founded itself almost overnight at the center of
world politics. The reunification meant a significant strengthening of
Germany’s economic and particularly its political position in Europe.
And because of that, it was very soon challenged to undertake more
tasks and responsibilities in international politics. Reunited Germany
had quickly entered a new era in its foreign policy.

As the EU member state with the largest population and the biggest
economy, reunited Germany has become the heart of the European
Union, in economical as well as political terms. From then on it has
been one of the main drivers behind the European expansion and
integration process. Obviously one of the great achievements after the
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fall of the Berlin Wall has been the creation of a single market in
Europe and the introduction of the EURO, which made the Eurozone
the second largest economy in the world and the Euro by far the
second most important international reserve currency. Already today
it makes up more than 27% of all international foreign currency
reserves, and is expected to reach the 30% level within the next years.
The EURO even could become the number one reserve currency in
the world, depending on the structural changes in the USA, Europe
and Asia, and the long-term consequences of the recent financial
crisis. Considering the last 20 years and the overcoming of all these
structural changes, I am confident that the current problems for the
EURO are marginal in their scale and will be mastered.

Maybe the biggest achievements of all was the Eastward expansion
of the EU as well as of NATO, which in consequence meant nothing
less but the pacification of West and Eastern Europe, and the final
surmounting of the division of Europe. In both cases Germany was
probably the most decisive actor. Both cases illustrate very well the
drastic changes that took place in Europe after the reunification of
Germany: a country like Poland which had been an enemy and a
possible military opponent in the case of war became an ally only
within a few years after the fall of the Berlin wall.

Not only during the Eastward expansion did Germany play a decisive
role for the Eastern European countries, but throughout the whole
integration process Germany has been playing a crucial role in unifying
Europe by serving as a hub and connecting East and West. Hamburg
for example recovered the eastern portion of its hinterland, and has
become the fastest-growing port in Europe, due to its function as an
integrative harbour for the Czech Republic and many other Middle-
Eastern European countries. Frankfurt is another good example. The

One Germany in an undivided Europe _ Hans-Ulrich Seidt

7



8

£ 20403
bl

Frankfurt airport serves the most international destinations in the
world and has become the busiest airport in Europe for cargo traffic
and therefore also functions as one of the main European transpor-
tation hubs.

Overall, after the Eastward enlargement, reunited Germany has
successfully transformed into the central transportation and traffic
hub in Europe, helping to stabilize and deepen the European inte-
gration process. It is no surprise that in each of these new markets
Germany is the largest foreign trading partner. Usually the German
industry is also the most important investor in this region. In total, a
good ten percent of all exports go to these countries. At the same time,
Germany bears the consequences of the European Union in a particular
way. It cannot protect its market in the East of the country from
competition from EU partners. Germany carries a large part of the
infrastructural burden of the new open borders because the major
European transportation axes run through the country. Furthermore,
in line with the country’s gross domestic product Germany provides
some 20 percent of the EU budget.

Another challenge after reunification were the relations with Russia.
Throughout the whole European integration process after reunification,
Germany had to redefine and balance its relationship with Russia,
which was particularly in the 90s more or less in a state of steady crisis,
and obviously uneasy about losing all its former allies to NATO.
Germany proved to be a crucial partner for Russia’s transformation
process in the 1990s and by pressing to integrate Russia in the G8,
establish the NATO-Russia Permanent Joint Council and later the
NATO-Russia Council, Germany could help integrate Russia and
balance its relations with Russia.

One Germany in an undivided Europe _ Hans-Ulrich Seidt



Related to that, stabilizing the periphery of the former Soviet Union
has been another major task for Germany’s foreign policy. Due to the
breakdown of the Soviet Union, Germany and the European Union
have not only been confronted with almost 80 ethnic conflicts in its
periphery, but also with the formation of 15 new sovereign nation
states, mainly located in the Caucasus and Central Asia. From the start
no other country has shown more political presence in these regions
than Germany. It is no surprise that within the European Union,
Germany is the biggest donating country to Central Asia. Immediately
after the independence, the then foreign minister, Hans-Dietrich
Genscher, dispatched ambassadors in all Central Asian countries to
promote and support stability, rule of law and free market economy. It
is complemented by a vast network of cultural, academic and economic
organizations, such as the Goethe Foundation or the German Tech-
nical Cooperation.

Shortly after reunification, Germany had to master the return of
military conflicts in Europe, the collapse of the multiethnic state of
the Republic of Yugoslavia in 1991, another direct consequence of the
collapse of the Soviet Empire. Even though Germany was still occupied
with handling its reunification, it was increasingly asked by the inter-
national community to engage and assume responsibility. This was
particularly difficult considering the fact that the German forces had
not even started their transformation from a territorial army to a
flexible deployment force. On the contrary, throughout the early
1990s reunited Germany was still occupied with joining two forces.
Already in 1993, Germany had to send troops to Somalia for humani-
tarian assignments on a UN mission. But the major turning point
occurred in 1996, when the German parliament decided to send more
than 3,000 forces to Bosnia within the framework of SFOR to secure

the peace process. From then on Germany engaged in many peace-
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building and peacekeeping missions and sent more than 10,000 troops
to Kosovo, Congo or Afghanistan, which are all examplifying the
massive change of the scope and practice of Germany’s foreign and
security policy. Or, as the then defense minister Peter Struck once
coined it in a now proverbial sentence: these days Germany’s security
is also at stake at the Hindu Kush.

Reunification also brought along further costs and problems of
integration which are quite often forgotten, but nonetheless had to be
mastered by reunited Germany, like the repatriation of almost 550,000
Soviet troops, which alone cost more than 10 billion Euros. There
was furthermore the integration of more than 1 million so called
Russlanddeutsche (ethnic Germans living in Russia). As a consequence
of the wars in former Yugoslavia, Germany had to absorb hundreds of
thousands of refugees. Already the number of refugees from Bosnia
amounted to 245,000 in 1994.

So far, I have mainly talked about the international circumstances
of the reunification and its geopolitical consequences for reunited

Germany and its achievements.
But what did we achieve on the national level in reunited Germany?

In order to evaluate the progress which has been made until now, it
is absolutely crucial to look back and remind ourselves from where
Germany started. The task of uniting two communities of such
different social and economic levels naturally implies severe problems,
particularly considering the geopolitical circumstances which I tried
to outline above.

After the fall of the Berlin Wall, the GDR’s economic system was on
the verge of collapse. The East German economy faced an overwhelming
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heap of problems. The industry was in decline, the environment
devastated. Due to a significant technological gap, the productivity
per capita in the former GDR in 1988 was only 20 to 25% of that in
West Germany. Furthermore, after decades of central planned econ-
omy incentives for workers and managers were completely distorted,
wages and prices did not reflect scarcities and there was basically a
complete absence of entrepreneurship. Obviously huge investments
from West Germany were necessary to achieve comparable social and
economic levels. Quite often though it is forgotten that these investments
are not just costs. Especially investments in infrastructure, environment,
science need time until they yield a return. It surely took some time,
but today we can see the flowering regions Helmut Kohl was talking
about in 1990. T think it is important to understand that reunification
and the targeted convergence really is something which needs time and
commitment. It is nothing that can be simply planned and achieved on
a short-term basis. One fundamental lesson of the German reunification
is that it took almost 15 years of work and stable commitment until we
had visible success in terms of convergence.

It is true even today: we have not yet reached a full convergence in
social and economic terms. Nonetheless, the structural transformation
towards a full convergence is under way. The manufacturing industry
in East Germany as a whole has established itself as the new growth
engine. As unit labour costs are lower than the West German average
and almost only cutting-edge technology is used, standards in this
particular sector are almost on a par with those in the old federal
states. East German productivity has been constantly rising, and is
today close to 82% compared to Western levels and the economic
structure is more and more adjusting to the one of West Germany with
a significant increase in the share of the financial service industry
which is particularly crucial to finance the growing industries in the
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East. There is still a significant difference when one looks at the GDP
per capita data overall, but when comparing the East German federal
states in a more realistic way with their Western “peer group”, meaning
lander of similar structure, they already attain up to 85% of the GDP
per capita of their western counterparts.

Furthermore, East Germany has increased and stabilized its
attractiveness to foreign investors as one of the most competitive
production sites. It developed an enormous potential in key future
industries, not only in the area of renewable energies but also in
other High-Tech areas such as medical engineering, information and
communication technology, nano-technology, advanced materials,
biotechnology and so on. Almost unnoticed until recently, a small but
efficient industrial sector has developed in various High-Tech centers,
so-called beacon regions in the five new federal states. The future
growth potential in this region is therefore very promising since most
of these new High-Tech companies have not even begun to take off
yet. Clusters have successfully been created in innovative industries
like the optical and electronic industry in Jena or the chemical industry
in Saxony-Anhalt. There are several top-notch networks where industry
closely works together with highly prestigious and worldwide-known
research institutions. An excellent example is Thuringia and the
solar industry in and around Erfurt. The ties to the regional Technical
University of Ilmenau are close, as well as the links between several
leading research institutes like the Fraunhofer Institute and world
market leaders such as Bosch Solar Energy. The photovoltaic industry
in Thuringia already produces every sixth solar cell worldwide.

Reunited Germany also managed to bring about a change in many
other fields. The economic problems went along with an outdated
infrastructure and massive environmental damages caused by reckless
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production methods. Today, East Germany’s infrastructure is modern,
the road net is state of the art as well as the electronic communication
facilities, and damages to the environment are removed to a large
extent. Before the reunification, East Germany had the highest per
capita sulfur-dioxid and dust emissions Europe-wide and Saxony-Anhalt
emitted even more sulfur-dioxid and dust in 1989 than West Germany
as a whole. Today, it is only 0.5% of the emissions of the former GDR.

The same success story goes for greenhouse gas emissions which
were reduced by more than half, thanks to massive investments in the
modernization of the energy sector, the conversion to environment-
friendly sources of energy and a drastic improvement of energy
efficiency as well as the refurbishment of the waste industry. Major
achievements could also be made in the deployment of dangerous
waste accumulated over the years due to brown coal mining, not to
forget the successful water purification.

You see that in the years following unification there appeared a large
number of reasons to invest in East Germany and to provide financial
support. And still, a lot has to be done until full social and economic
convergence will be accomplished. But on the whole, after 20 years, in
domestic as well as geopolitical terms, the unification presents itself as
a success story for Germany and Europe. Its impact had a manifold
impact on the continent: the democratization of Europe, the final
unity of Europe, the deepening of the European integration process,
the improvement of the economic and environmental conditions, and

an overall improved security situation.
What could be relevant for Korea nowadays?

The Cold War ended in Europe 20 years ago, but it still lingers on in
Asia. Divided Korea, the North Korean nuclear issue, the lack of a
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peace treaty between Japan and Russia and the China/Taiwan conflict
make Northeast Asia one of the sources of global insecurity. Certainly,
there are crucial differences between the two cases and Korea has to
find its own way to reunify. But nonetheless I think there are some
general lessons to draw from the German experience.

The most important, as I tried to emphasize in the first part, is to
fully comprehend the international dimension of this event and the
unpredictable course history can take. In Germany nobody really
believed in the unification as a serious option to appear on the agenda
so quickly and unexpectedly. The same could happen here in Korea as
well. Especially these days, there is enough reason to consider the
possibility that the domestic stability of the North Korean regime is
slowly but steadily worsening. Therefore South Korea has good chances
to be faced with a sudden challenge of unification. Even though no
prediction or plan will be implemented one-on-one, the Korean
government is nevertheless in a position to develop strategies for the
future and to bring to mind not only the domestic but also the regional
and global consequences of a united Korea. Therefore it will be
essential for Korea to keep and improve its relations with the USA,
China and Japan, since a successful unification will only be possible in
coordination with these important regional powers.
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