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or the third time in four
Fterms, Germany is governed

by a grand coalition. Grand
- that means the center-right
CDU/CSU and the center-left
Social Democrats create a govern-
ment together. Under the leader-
ship of Chancellor Angela Merkel,
they must cooperate in the cabinet
and in the Bundestag while at the
same time thinking about the next
election in two years — or should
we say, in two years at the latest.

All three parties have experienced
significant turbulence in recent
weeks. New individuals have taken
over leadership roles and are now
looking to secure their positions
and set themselves apart from their
predecessors.

The Union parties as well as the
SPD are openly sparring more
within their own ranks than with
their political opponents. And
they’re doing so over issues of the
past: earlier decisions regarding
migrations issues (in the Union)
and over social policy (in the SPD).
At stake here are the domestic
issues that, more than any others,
have defined the identity of each
party.

In December, Annegret Kramp-
Karrenbauer — now affectionately
referred to as AKK - won the
chairpersonship of the Christian
Democrats, taking over for Angela
Merkel, who had held the post for
the past 19 years. Although her title
of chairperson may sound like she is
the equivalent of the national chair-
man or chairwoman of the Demo-
cratic or Republican Party in the
United States, in Germany’s politi-
cal system, the role is immensely
more important.

Kramp-Karrenbauer’s = victory
over her two conservative oppo-
nents, Friedrich Merz and Jens
Spahn, is comparable to winning
a US presidential primary. Under
normal circumstances, a party in
Germany is almost universally
expected to be the party’s candidate
for chancellor.

However, the vote was rather
tight, with 51.8 percent of ballots
cast for AKK and 48.2 percent for
Friedrich Merz, Merkel’s long-time
rival. Merz’s supporters are reluc-
tant to admit defeat, as AKK must
tace EU parliament elections in May
as well as a whole series of difficult
regional elections over the next two
years in former East German states,
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ill France and Ger-
many be able to
revive the European

machine in these troubled times?
On the eve of crucial European
elections, the two countries
sought to reaffirm their unfailing
bond and renew their relation-
ship by signing a new treaty on
French-German cooperation and
integration, already known as the
Aachen Treaty, on Jan. 22, 2019.
Initially planned for the s0th
anniversary of the Elysée Treaty in
2013, the text arrives five years late
and, according to many experts,
falls short, trailing far behind the
resolutions that were made one
year earlier in January 2018. It’s
“a masterpiece of concluding
statements,” joked the former
Social Democratic Minister of
Foreign Affairs Sigmar Gabriel.
The French daily newspaper
Le Monde denounced the treaty
for its “lack of ambition.” Many
observers expected advances
in social policy, among other
things. But “it is not only sym-
bolic,” retorts Julien Thorel,
political scientist at the German
think tank Center for European
Policy. According to this expert,
the treaty improves and intensi-
fies coordination between the two
countries to avoid awkward situ-
ations such as France’s Mediter-

Old deals, new deals

Caught between the past and the future, the parties of Germany’s grand coalition are arguing amongst themselves

where the far-right party Alterna-
tive for Germany (AfD) can dare to
hope for some positive results.
Merz supporters are demanding
a clean break with Merkel’s refu-
gee policy in hopes of winning back
AfD voters. At a Union party con-
gress in February, the new chair-
man uttered exactly the words the
more conservative half of the party
wanted to hear. In reference to the
2015 refugee crisis, she said: “We

must do everything we can to pre-
vent this from happening again.”
Germany must act “humanely and
consistently.” She was not exactly
abandoning the idea of receiving
asylum-seekers, yet she made clear
that “we are not a country that will
be taken advantage of.”
Kramp-Karrenbauer, who as
Saarland’s minister president was
sometimes considered conserva-

tive and sometimes quite liberal,
yet tended to govern with a heavy
dose of pragmatism, is threading
the political needle as she attempts
to solidify her support among cen-
trists. She did not classify Merkel’s
humanitarian act of accepting hun-
dreds of thousands of war refugees
in autumn 2015 as the real problem;
instead, she seemed to adopt the
widely shared CDU interpretation
that the indiscriminately open-door
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immigration policy that initially fol-
lowed Merkel’s gesture had been
misguided.

As Merkel’s tenure as chancel-
lor comes to an end, the scars
acquired over her 14 years in office
are becoming ever-more visible.
But she remains a popular political
leader, whose consistently objec-
tive, measured and unpretentious
style still appeals to the majority of

her party. AKK must hold together
the two wings of the party, whose
disparate takes on Merkel and her
annus horribilus of 2015 have less
to do with policy issues and more
to do with a symbolic, emotional
and historic sentiment. This is not
only an imperative for the good
of her party, but also for her ulti-
mately locking down the official
nomination to succeed Merkel as
chancellor.

Meanwhile, the other coali-
tion partner, the SPD, is preoccu-
pied mainly with its own internal
struggles and some demons from
the past. The mother of all prob-
lems facing the Social Democrats is
the dispute over the social reforms
referred to as Agenda 2010, which
the party adopted in 2003 under the
then-Chancellor and SPD chairman
Gerhard Schroder. In the 16 years

following this ill-fated legislation,
the party has suffered one defeat
after the next. After receiving 38
percent of the vote in the federal
elections of 2002, the SPD has been
on a consistently downward trajec-
tory —in the 2017 elections the party
carned a mere 20.5 percent of bal-
lots cast.

Andrea Nahles, chairperson of the
SPD for just under a year, is secking
to appeal again to her party’s tra-
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ditional voter base — lower-middle
class wage and salaries earners
— by shifting its platform sharply
to the left. In recent weeks, the
party has passed a series of reso-
lutions that was conceived less as
a legislative program for the next
two years — the CDU/CSU would
never play along — and more as an
unadulterated election platform:
longer periods of unemployment

Hereditary friends

From Elysée to Aachen, the bond between Germany and France is holding firm

ranean Union initiative or Germa-
ny’s hasty nuclear power phase-
out without French consultation.
Above all, this treaty could make
the most of the future French-
German parliamentary assembly
that, even without decision-mak-
ing powers, will give the two par-
liaments a stronger voice. Made
up of 50 German and 50 French
members of the European Parlia-
ment, the assembly will convene
four times a year. In the words of
the French-German entrepreneur
Sabine Thillaye, a LaREM member
of the French National Assembly
and Chair of the European Affairs
Committee, the treaty will “lead
to a genuine culture of discussion
and compromise.”

The Treaty of Aachen extends
the 1963 Elysée Treaty, which
sealed the reconciliation of the
two former “hereditary ene-
mies” and only saw the light of
day thanks to the political will
of French President Charles de
Gaulle and German Chancellor
Konrad Adenauer. At the center
of the Elysée Treaty was a vast
consultation system between
the French and German govern-

ments on foreign policy, defense
and the development of youth
exchanges through the creation of
the French-German Youth Office.
Over the years, this treaty was
enriched with new mechanisms
enhancing the bilateral consulta-
tion system.

The new 28-article treaty is the
result of long discussions and
negotiations between the two
executive branches. It emphasizes
the convergence of the French
and German economies, Cross-
border cooperation and common
defense and security policy -
themes that were at the heart of
the French president’s speech at
the Sorbonne in September 2017.
Init, the two countries affirm their
will to strengthen the “coopera-
tion between their armed forces
in order to establish a common
military culture and joint deploy-
ments,” a subject that has already
received much critique. In this
framework, the Franco-German
Defense and Security Council,
established in the Mitterrand-Kohl
era, should become the “steering
body for these reciprocal commit-
ments.” In one highly symbolic

promise —as it is already enshrined
in NATO treaties — the two coun-
tries commit to providing each
other aid and assistance, includ-
ing armed forces, in the case of an
attack on their territories.

During the signing ceremony,
Chancellor Merkel strongly
emphasized the importance of a
European army. For the Germans,
traditionally cautious in terms of
military commitment, this marks
an important and relatively new
step. This path will nevertheless
be paved with obstacles due to
cultural and institutional differ-
ences between the two countries
(in France, the president heads the
armed forces; in Germany, it’s the
Bundestag). In a discussion with
German and French youth, the
two leaders acknowledged their
divergent responses to the scan-
dal provoked by the murder of
Saudi journalist Jamal Khashoggi —
Berlin decided to suspend its arms
sales to Saudi Arabia whereas Paris
refused to so.

Another important chapter
concerns the convergence of leg-
islation on taxation and economic
development. Tensions are antici-

pated due to divergences in the
countries’ economic systems (the
centralized state versus co-man-
agement) and economic progres-
sion (reduced industry and high
unemployment compared to a
still-strong industry and very low
unemployment), which give rise to
many misunderstandings in inter-
preting and responding to eco-
nomic and financial crises. Nego-
tiations on a eurozone budget
indeed continue to be bogged
down. To overcome these differ-
ences, the new treaty envisages
the creation of a council of experts
from both countries.

Lastly, a commitment was made
to eliminate the obstacles com-
plicating the daily lives of those
residing in cross-border regions.
In 2015, more than 219,000 people
crossed a border each day in the
Greater Region (including Ger-
many, France, Belgium and Lux-
embourg) to get to their place of
work. This regional integration is a
way for the French-German part-
nership to become a true Euro-
pean laboratory.

To bring this text to life, a list of
15 priority projects was published

pay, fewer penalties for those reluc-
tant to seck jobs, earlier and better
advanced training and qualification
programs, the right to work from
home, the right to disconnect, an
improved basic pension and raising
the minimum hourly wage from
€9.19 to €12.

Nahles is the first woman to
lead the SPD, and she is seek-
ing to become its first first can-
didate for chancellor. While no
one is really supposed to contest
her for the nomination, she has
no shortage of opponents within
the party, including retired former
chancellor Gerhard Schroder, the
man responsible for Agenda 2010.
In a widely read interview with
Der Spiegel, he openly disputed
Nahles’ suitability as the SPD’s
candidate for chancellor, argu-
ing that the party needs someone
with significant economic exper-
tise. When asked whether Nahhles
has what it takes in this regard,
he responded: “I doubt even she
would claim to have such exper-
tise” —a vile insult.

He then floated the idea of Min-
ister of Finance Olaf Scholz, whose
indubitable credentials cannot
compensate for his dearth of cha-
risma. The former Foreign Min-
ister Sigmar Gabriel may also still
lurk in the wings, despite having
been shunted aside last spring by
Nahles and Scholz in a maneuver
worthy of House of Cards. Gabriel
believes the party cannot con-
tinue to indulge in identity politics
debates, which tend to alienate the
ordinary workers the SPD so des-
perately needs. The 59-year-old is
champing at the bit to get back in
the game, and as long as the party’s
polling numbers remain so dismal,
Schroeder’s feisty, rhetorically
gifted friend cannot be counted
out.

Despite the intra-party disputes
in the Union and SPD, the coalition
is stable as the parties remain pre-
occupied with themselves. Their
conflicts, however, can be seen as a
prelude to the next elections. Party
headquarters may even be rife with
deliberations on whether there just
might be an opportune time to
end the coalition and call for new
elections. The house of cards may
topple, but German politics is sure
tobe dealt a new hand. e—

Lutz Lichtenberger is senior
editor of The German Times.

immediately after the ceremony.
Among them, the following stand
out: increased cooperation at the
United Nations Security Council,
the creation of a French-German
digital platform for audiovisual
and informational content, the
improvement of cross-border rail
links and the creation of a French-
German research and innovation
network on artificial intelligence.
The rapid implementation of
these projects, especially those
affecting cross-border areas, will
be the best guarantee of this trea-
ty’s viability.

As the United Kingdom pre-
pares to leave the European
Union and populism gains ground
all over Europe, France and Ger-
many must show unity, without
excluding their other partners,
to strengthen Europe’s voice in
the world. The cancelation of
the French president’s trip to the
Munich Security Conference is
not a good sign, even if it cannot
necessarily be blamed on tensions
between the two leaders. Now
more than ever, Paris and Berlin
must demonstrate unwavering

political Wil ————————
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