Grand Coalition, Major Tasks from DE Magazin Deutshcland (4/2013)

A grand coalition led by Federal Chancellor Angela Merkel will govern Germany for the next four years

[image: image1.jpg]Distribution of seats in the 18th German Bundestag

630 seats




Germany has a new FEDERAL GOVERNMENT after the CDU/CSU and SPD coalition took office on 17 December 2013. It is the third time in the history of the Federal Republic of Germany, following the governments of 1966–1969 and 2005–2009, that a grand co​alition led by the CDU/CSU has governed the country. The introduction of a nationwide mandatory minimum wage, the transform​ation of the energy system, improvements in pensions and easier access to dual citizenship are among the key tasks the new coalition seeks to tackle.

When she was re-elected by the Bundestag as Federal Chancellor, Angela Merkel (CDU) received more votes than any chancellor  before her. A total of 462 of the 621 MPs pres​ent voted in favour of the CDU party chairwoman, which is practically a three-quarter’s majority (74.4%). The 59-year-old politician, who grew up in the former GDR and has headed the government since 2005, is now at the beginning of her third term in office, which will last until 2017. The new Federal Cabinet will include a total of 14 ministers, eight of them members of the CDU/CSU and six members of the SPD.

The core tasks facing the new government are sound government finances and social  security

“A grand coalition is a coalition to tackle the big issues,” Merkel said. “We want jointly to ensure that in 2017 people are better off than today.” She considered the key tasks facing her government to be sound government finances and SOCIAL SECURITY.

Vice-chancellor in the new coalition is the SPD party chairman, Sigmar Gabriel. As Federal Economics and Energy Minister  he will also head a new ministry that will  be responsible for one of the central tasks  of the 18th legislative period: realizing  the “project of the century” that Germany has been the first industrialized nation to embark on, namely the transformation of the German energy supply system away from nuclear power to renewable sources. Gabriel sought to harmonize ecological interests and the needs of an industrialized country as Federal Environment Minister during the 2005–2009 grand coalition.  Back at the helm in the Federal Foreign  Office at Werderscher Markt in BERLIN is Frank-Walter Steinmeier, who was in charge there from 2005–2009. The SPD politician is highly experienced and has a wealth of international expertise: “The  basic coordinates of GERMAN FOREIGN POLICYare firmly in place and have proven their substance: European integration, the transatlantic partnership, an active role in shaping a peaceful global order,” he said in his inaugural address, but also emphasized that “repeating familiar and tried-and-tested mantras” will not be enough in a “world undergoing sweeping change”. The country’s new leading diplomat proposed a “process of reaching a consensus on the perspectives for German foreign policy” in the form of a “dialogue by the Federal Foreign Office with the key stakeholders in foreign and security policy” that should also involve CIVIL SOCIETY.

The choice of Ursula von der Leyen as Minister of Defence was the surprise appointment to the new cabinet, something which also attracted the attention of the international media. The CDU politician, who made a name for herself in the fields of women’s and family policy, was Minister  of Labour in the previous government. Now the mother of seven is the first woman in Germany at the helm of the Federal Ministry of Defence – and faces great challenges. These include pressing ahead with reforming the Bundeswehr into an operational  army, responsibility for a total of 13 missions outside Germany and the withdrawal of the Bundeswehr from Afghanistan. Another striking appointment was that of Aydan Özoğuz as Minister of State for Migration, Refugees and Integration. She is the first SPD politician of Turkish descent to take a seat in the Federal Cabinet, and, moreover, her office will be in the CDU-led Federal Chancellery.

New faces and  surprising appointments in Merkel’s  cabinet

Another newcomer to the position of minister is Andrea Nahles, the SPD general secretary. The 43-year-old now heads the Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs and thus the ministry with the largest single budget, namely around 119 billion euros. The former and new Minister of Finance Wolfgang Schäuble can look back on the longest-standing political experience in the Federal Cabinet. Born in South Germany, he has been a member of the Bundestag since 1972. Schäuble aspires to continue Ger​many’s sound budget policy and advance the successful approach taken to stabilizing the EURO.

The new Federal Government’s political thrust is based on an extensive coalition agreement. Entitled “Shaping Germany’s Future”, it was the product of more than two months of negotiations between the CDU/CSU and the SPD. The 187-page document clearly reflects the strategies and positions of the three coalition partners, and forms solid foundations for the work of government over the next four years. For  ex​ample, the Social Democrats have achieved one of their key election promises, namely to introduce a nationwide mandatory minimum wage of 8.50 euros an hour. This will apply from 2017 at the latest. The SPD also anchored the introduction of dual citizenship and a lower age for entitlement to retirement pensions (at 63 if a person has contributed to the pension system for a total of 45 years) in the coalition agreement. The CDU has ensured there will be no change of direction in the fields of budget and fiscal policy that are so dear to its heart. A key  issue for the CSU from BAVARIA was the  introduction of a toll for cars registered  outside Germany that use German roads.

The preamble to the coalition agreement states that: “The coalition of CDU, CSU and SPD seeks to ensure that the basis for our prosperity and cohesion is secured and extended. We want all people in Germany, be they children, women or men, young or old, in the east or the west of the country, to be able to lead a good life and that Germany progresses further down the good path it has taken.”

The grand coalition, which can begin work now that the Federal Chancellor has been elected and the FEDERAL GOVERNMENT appointed, was initially not a partnership the three parties had sought, but the result of the Bundestag’s composition following the general ELECTIONS of 22 September 2013. The election amounted to an historical caesura among Germany’s political parties. Under the leadership of Angela Merkel, the CDU and CSU won 41.5% of the votes cast and just missed gaining an absolute majority in the Bundestag. The SPD gained 25.7% of the vote, the Left Party 8.6% and Alliance 90/The Greens 8.4%. The CDU/CSU’s previous coalition partner, the FDP, gained 4.8% of the vote and therefore failed to secure the 5% required to enter parliament under German electoral law. It is thus not represented in the Bundestag for the first time in the  history of the Federal Republic of Germany – a shock for a party that has spent more time in government than any other as a co​alition partner of either the SPD or CDU/CSU.

Another party that failed to cross the 5% threshold was the Alternative for Germany (AfD). Only founded in 2013, the party with a populist, anti-euro agenda polled 4.7% of the votes. As in previous general elections, extreme left- and right-wing parties did not gain significant votes. One interesting fact is that almost seven million votes or 15.7% – more than in any prior general election – went to parties that failed to meet the conditions to enter parliament (5% of the poll or  a majority in at least three individual constituencies).

The path to the third grand coalition was by no means certain

Germany’s BASIC LAW grants the parties a largely free hand in shaping a government. When it comes to forming a coalition, any party can explore the possibilities and negotiate with any other. The path to the third grand coalition was by no means automatic. The CDU and CSU initially also conducted intense exploratory talks with Alliance 90/The Greens – a first-time occurrence at the federal level. In the final instance, the talks came to nothing mainly because of the fragile sense of trust among key party leaders.

The success of the coalition negotiations between the CDU/CSU and SPD was by no means a foregone conclusion: many Social Democrats considered the last grand coalition from 2005 to 2009 the reason for the SPD’s poor performance in the last two general ELECTIONS. As a result, the SPD leadership opted for a process that ensured greater democracy within the party: they let the nearly 480,000 party members vote on whether to accept the coalition agreement. This was a decidedly risky, but ultimately successful step, since the vast majority – almost 76% – were in favour of the coalition agreement. The decision of the SPD rank and file to accept the coalition agreement eventually paved the way for the formation of a new FEDERAL GOVERNMENT. It was also the reason, among other things, that 86 days passed between the election on 22 September 2013 and the formation of the government on 17 December.

Will the grand coalition succeed in mastering the major challenges Germany faces – the transformation of the energy system, public debt, restructuring German federalism? Citizens have high expectations. One thing is clear, however: although the grand coalition has an almost overwhelming 80% majority in parliament, it will not be able to simply push its measures through, because government in Germany always involves managing interdependences. In Germany’s democracy, with its emphasis on consensus and arbitration, numerous players can veto LEGISLATION and have a formally entrenched right of say: the Bundesrat, the FEDERAL CONSTITUTIONAL COURT and European Union institutions also influence decisions on many issues.

In terms of political culture, Germans are committed to a balance of interests. More​over, at present there is no saying how the situation in the eurozone will develop. The financial, economic and debt crisis means that the process of government in Germany involves acting within a faster timeframe and under more complex risks: political actors have less and less time to take decisions that will have longer and longer impacts. All this spells major challenges for the grand coalition. ▪
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Q to answer in 1-2 pages for assignment credit: 

HOW today's German Federal Republic is structured to avoid the mistakes of the Weimar Constitution and the NAZI era?












