Merkel Tries to Calm Tensions over Immigration

By David Crossland in Berlin

German Chancellor Angela Merkel has distanced herself from the strident immigration rhetoric of her fellow conservative Roland Koch in a lengthy news conference aimed at calming down an increasingly fractious debate that has opened rifts in her government. 
Let's all calm down: Merkel faced the press on Tuesday

German Chancellor Angela Merkel tried on Tuesday to defuse a fierce debate about immigration that has poisoned the atmosphere between conservatives and Social Democrats in her grand coalition.

At a hastily convened news conference, Merkel defended Hesse state governor Roland Koch, whose call for a crackdown on "criminal young foreigners" has been labelled as xenophobic and divisive by immigrant groups and members of the Social Democrats.

But she distanced herself from Koch's rhetoric. She stressed that her government had increased funding for programs to combat crime by far-right German youths, and said she was concerned about all forms of youth crime -- be it committed by Germans or immigrants.

Koch is campaigning to win a third term in a state election in Hesse on Jan. 27. He seized on the assault by a Greek immigrant and a German-born Turkish man on a German pensioner in a Munich subway before Christmas to launch a debate about crime and immigration.

Koch's comments about foreign criminals and his call for immigrants to embrace German values have incensed immigrant groups, and the SPD has refused to discuss CDU calls for tougher legislation and other proposals such as boot camps and "warning shot" arrests for young offenders.

Merkel said it was natural to raise issues that concern people during election campaigns. "There can be no taboo issues in elections. That's why Roland Koch put this issue on the agenda and he has the support of the entire CDU," she told reporters. "The big parties in different ways closed their eyes to the integration of foreign citizens for many years," she said. 

But her tone was markedly more conciliatory than Koch's. "Crime by Germans is just as abhorrent as crime by foreign perpetrators, the overwhelming majority of immigrants wants to ride the subway just as safely as the overwhelming majority of Germans," said Merkel.

"Whether German perpetrators beat up a subway train driver in Frankfurt or foreign perpetrators beat up an old man in the Munich subway makes not the slightest difference to me and I am convinced that the vast majority of people living here, be they from a German or an immigrant background, want to live here safely."

She said there was no single answer to tackling youth crime and that all aspects had to be addressed, from prevention to punishment.

The debate has led to a war of words in Merkel's coalition that triggered speculation of a damaging rift that would make cooperation between the CDU and SPD difficult for the remainder of Merkel's term, which runs until late 2009.

Peter Struck, parliamentary group leader of the SPD, last week accused Koch of secretly being happy about the attack in the Munich subway because it provided him with a campaign issue. When outraged CDU members demanded an apology, Struck's response was, loosely translated, "Up Yours."

Merkel convened Tuesday's news conference ostensibly to talk about the year ahead, but the short notice given -- just 24 hours -- prompted media speculation that she was concerned the row may be getting out of control.

She said 2008 was going to be a key year in determining whether the coalition would be a success and that she was convinced her government would remain effective. "One can justifiably say Germany is in a better position than it has ever been before," she said, pointing out the decline in unemployment in the last two years.

But she added that the economic outlook was darkening due to higher energy prices, problems in the banking sector in the wake of the US real estate crisis and the upward pressure on food prices.

