Is Poverty in Germany Really a Problem?

An eighth of all Germans live in poverty, and another eighth might be on the way -- at least according to a report on poverty and wealth approved by the government this week. But German commentators and politicians of all stripes are finding different ways to spin the figures.

A new report says one in eight Germans lives in poverty. But do the 2005 figures really reflect the current reality?

A revised report on German poverty released Wednesday has caused a measure of confusion in political circles, now that cabinet ministers have approved it, because a clear picture of Germans' economic trouble doesn't seem to emerge. Critics say it paints a grim picture while insisting things are great. 

The original report, released in May, sparked controversy within Chancellor Angela Merkel's cabinet -- as well as calls for heavy revisions. Now government spokesman Thomas Steg has praised the the revision approved Wednesday, saying its results were clear: "Germany's welfare state works," he said.

But how can that be, when the report -- based on 2005 figures -- says 12 percent of children under 15 in Germany are threatened with poverty, that 13 percent of the total German population lives in poverty, and that one in four Germans would live in poverty if not for public assistance?

The answers may depend on political persuasion. Michael Glos, the economics minister for Merkel's CDU party, responded to the depressing numbers by pointing to the country's recent economic upswing. "The social reality of 2008 is completely different than that of 2005," Glos said Wednesday. "People have profited from the upswing."

Opposition parties, however, beg to differ. The Green Party accuses the government of "a failed attempt to hide (its) failures in the fight against poverty," according to the Associated Press, and the Left Party echoes this criticism. 

Germany's commentators disagree just as widely on the report -- and on where to point the finger in the blame game:

Right-leaning Die Welt writes:

"In this country, people like to equate disparity with injustice. But the fact that a person who studies harder, and achieves more, also earns more than his more casual colleague is not just fair but necessary. These differences motivate people to perform. Policies designed to level everything out penalize the hard-working and establish poor incentives. Germany's welfare state is partially responsible for the fact that the will to advance has flagged in certain segments of society. When high school students boast about wanting to be professional dole recipients, when third-generation immigrants can't speak fluent German, when the long-term unemployed have unrealistic salary expectations, then something is wrong in Germany."

"Poverty is bearable when you know that things will improve. Most students have no problem scraping by on a little money. The important point is to have prospects. But you can't have prospects if you've never learned to work hard."

The center-left Süddeutsche Zeitung writes:

"Before (the revised report) ... many members of the grand coalition argued about whether this report showed the actual state of poverty. In all of the fights, the issue wasn't really poverty and wealth but, instead, how the statistics could be used to win political advantage."

"The debate gave rise to every imaginable campaign promise. In the process, truly crucial issues have been left by the wayside: Who will continue to finance our welfare state? Are more and more people really falling through the safety net? How good is our tax system, compared with other countries? This is what really needs to be discussed. But, of course, doing so is more complicated than promoting 'whatever-you-want' policies."

Left-leaning Die Tageszeitung writes:

"How widespread is poverty in Germany? It continues to be a question of how you define poverty -- and, one might say, how you define power. It's clear from the edited version of the poverty and wealth report that the government has interpreted the data in a very loose and partisan way…"

"If you read the report, though, it's easy to discover the embellishment: For example, in the report's statistics section, it's hard to miss that other studies, such as that of the German Socio-Economic Panel (SOEP), put the rate of those at risk of poverty at 18 percent (instead of 13 percent). The fact that the government is trying to spruce up the social situation in Germany in such a hard-nosed way is not just some harmless thing. In the end, doing so suggests that many poor people are just imagining their poverty. It makes crybabies out of victims."

Inflation Outstrips Wage Rises in Germany

Even though Germans are earning more they are less well off. Wage rises are not keeping up with inflation, because the cost of energy, food and other goods is increasing even more rapidly.

Although wages are steadily rising in Germany, people aren't feeling any better off. And they are, in fact, right not to, because wage rises have been failing to keep up with inflation.

While workers in full-time jobs earned an average of 2.8 percent more in the first quarter of 2008 compared to a year earlier, inflation stood at 2.9 percent. As a result, real wages actually fell during the first three months of the year.

A supermarket in Germany: The ECB's Liebscher has called inflation in Euro-land "alarming."

Klaus Liebscher, an Austrian member of the Governing Council of the European Central Bank (ECB), whose task is to control inflation, called recent euro zone price rises "alarming." In an interview with news agency Market News International, published on Monday, Liebscher said: "We will have to see what the future will bring. But we have to be tough." 

Liebscher added that the ECB needed to take tough action, but declined to say whether an interest rate increase in July would be enough to rein in increasing inflation.

According to figures released earlier this week by Germany's Federal Statistical Office, the average monthly pre-tax wage in Germany was €3,064 ($4,776), an increase of 2.8 percent over last year. 

THE WAGE GAP

German Women Earn a Fifth Less than Men

The disparity in wages between men and women in Germany is one of the highest in the European Union. The main reason, says the EU's equal opportunities commissioner, is the high percentage who can't work full-time because of child-raising responsibilities.

A nurse walking though an operating theater: In Germany women earn far less than men.

When it comes to equal pay, German women get a rough deal: Women in Germany on average earn 22 percent less than men, placing the country near the bottom of a European Union equal pay league table. Out of the 27 EU member states, only Estonia, Cyprus and Slovakia have a bigger or just as high gender pay gap, EU Commissioner for Employment, Social Affairs and Equal Opportunities Vladimir Spidla told German newspaper Die Welt. 

"In Germany the average hourly wage of women lies 22 percent lower than that of men," Spidla is quoted saying in the newspaper's Monday edition. "Germany, therefore, belongs to the states with the highest inequality in the payment of men and women." In the EU the average gender wage gap is 15 percent.

According to Spidla, the large wage gap is attributable in large part to the fact that more women in Germany tend to be part-time workers than in other countries -- and not because they earn less than their male colleagues for doing the same job. "However, the difference is also so high because the share of women in the labor market is much higher than, for example, in Malta," he said. "The smaller the share of women in the job market, the lower, on average, the gap in wages is."

The EU commissioner called on employers to do more to prevent unfair differences in wages, saying employers played a "key role." According to Spidla, this was not only an ethical question, but fair payment would also improve the motivation of employees and lead to productivity increases.

In the last few years the number of women working in the EU has steadily increased: Between 2000 and 2006 7.5 million women joined the labor market, compared to 4.5 million men. Yet, every third women works part-time, while only 8 percent of men do so. 

The reason for the difference, Spidla said, could not simply be explained by different preferences among the genders. "The real reason for many women working part-time is that they have less time than men, because they have to look after children or other relatives," he said. 

In the EU only 62 percent of women with children work, compared to 91 percent of men. "Parenthood permanently reduces the employment rate of women, but not at all that of men -- that is no longer acceptable," Spidla said.

