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THE TARDY PHOENIX

Eastern Germany Needs 20 Years to Catch Up with West

The minister responsible for developing eastern Germany has warned that the region may need up to 20 years before it reaches the level of the west. The main problems are long-term unemployment and right-wing extremism, he says.
Seventeen years after German reunification, little remains of the optimism which marked the heady days after the fall of the Berlin Wall. The "blooming landscapes" which then Chancellor Helmut Kohl promised in 1990 have conspicuously failed to materialize, and the former East Germany is still lagging behind the west in terms of economic development.

Now a leading German politician has warned that the eastern states could take another two decades before they catch up.

"The gap is closing, but it is closing far too slowly," Transport Minister Wolfgang Tiefensee, who is responsible for the development of the former East Germany, said Wednesday as he presented an annual report on the progress of the eastern states. It could take up to another 20 years before the quality of life in eastern and western Germany is the same, he said.

The main problem in the east is long-term unemployment, he said. At 14.7 percent, the unemployment rate in the east is twice as high as in the west, he said, adding that he wanted to combat that with a job program and measures to encourage investment.

He also called for an offensive against right-wing extremism, and announced plans for the federal government to spend €24 million a year on fighting the problem. He warned that right-wing structures are becoming consolidated in eastern Germany -- for example, the far-right National Democratic Party (NPD) now has seats in three state parliaments. "These kinds of tendencies are perfect for negatively influencing the eastern states," he said. The "lack of a fundamental belief in democracy and right-wing extremist attitudes" are caused by, among other reasons, a lack of experience of democracy and not doing enough to critically deal with German history, he said.

He warned against playing down the problem. "Trying to brush the problem aside or not giving it enough attention does not help us," he said. "We have to act against it with the means of the strong state."

Another key problem is depopulation, which is partly caused by too many people leaving eastern Germany for western Germany, he said, adding that the population of eastern Germany has shrunk by 1 million since reunification. 

Tiefensee did have some good news however: The general upturn in the German economy has also boosted the eastern states, which showed 3 percent growth in 2006 -- higher than the western states' 2.7 percent growth. He said he expects 3-percent growth in the east again in 2007. However per-person productivity in the east is still only 67 percent of that in western Germany.

He also announced that the so-called "solidarity pact," which channels money raised by taxation into eastern Germany, will be extended to 2019. A total of €156 billion will flow to the eastern states over that period, he said.
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