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Josef Joffe explains why

he believes that Genscher

chose the right moment to
quit the government

AST TIME the public

service unjons went on

strike in Germany, the

Chancellor fell soon

afterwnrds. That was
ten yenrs ago, but Chancellor
Kohl might well wonder
whetler history could come
back to haunt him.,

Even before the traffle
ground to a halt in Germany's
big cities, two of his ministers
threw In the towel. Moat
readers of this newspaper
ltave never heard of Gerda
Ilnsselfeldt, the health minis-
Ler — and rigitly so. But Hans-
Dietrich Genscher, the foreign
minister, is another story.,

e was to Germany what
the civil service ls to Britain:
the permanent government.
He hins been a cabinet mem-
ber for 23 years, 18 of which
he spent running the foreign
ministry. The head, until
1986, of the small Liberal
Party, which holds the elec-
toral balance, Genscher uged
to make and breank govern-
ments — nnd his departure
may well undo the Koll
adniinistration, tas,

Gensclier has o seismo-
graphic sense for those shift-
ing tectonle plates that turn
cracks into fault lines and
crises into digngters, Gerinany

straddles precisely such a °

fault line todey, and the sub-

terranean grumblings began

long before the unions flung
down the strike gauntlet,

The real issue, of course, is
not the minuscule gap of 0.7
per cent separnting the gov-
ernment's last offer and the
verdlet of the arbltrators. The
real enuse Is history: more
precisely, unification. When
Holl dashed headlong lor the
tnkeover of Bast Germuny in
the summer of 1990, he did
what democratic governments
o the world over. He was,
shall we sny, economicul with
the truth about the bill,
gpeaking as if unity could be
finnnced out of petty cash.

In 1992, that “petty cash"
will amount to Dm200 billion
(Ecul00bn). Even for the
world's No 3 economie power,
that is serious money. Demo-
cratic governments, however,
hate to raise taxes, and so
most of the unification bill is
being met by borrowing. That
crentes the worst of all
worlds: high, growth-defying
interest rates, plus [nflation,

This is precisely the situn-
tion in Germany today, with a
prime interest rate of nine
per cent and inflation
approaching five per cent.
Elsewhere in Burope, such a
situation might spell pure
bliss, but not in Germany,
where five per cent inflation
smacks of Latin American-
gtyle runaway inflation.

Which is where the striking
public service and transport
warkers bestrlde the stage.
They do not worry about Ger-
many's ecompetitive position
In the world, nor do they
intend to faot the bill for unic
fication, Indeed, all the
Iabour unions in Germany are
tabling inflationnry — that is,
not warranted by productivity
growth - demands,

Clearly, they are behaving
like unions everywhere. They
want to stay ahead in the
incomes game, and may the

devil catch the hindmost. The
public service and transport
workers are best placed to
win their demands. First, they
are enormoualy rich, with a
strike kitty of around Dm600
million (Ecu300m). Second,
they don't have to engage the
government along a broad
front: given their strategic
position, they can wreak
havoe by guerrilla action.

The underground railway
workers can walk out in
Munich this week, and in
Hamburg next. Striking air-
port employvees need not hit
the entire country: crippling
Frankfurt airport would
immobilise air traffic in all
Germany, and much of
Europe. Such tactics, pin-
pointing nerve centres, are
frugal with strike funds while
throwing spanners into the
works of the entire economy.

The verdict of a senior Ger-
man monetary official is not
exaggerated, given the coun-
try's dominant position in the
European economy: "If Ger-
many is ns careful now,
Europe coul. .e the next sick
man in the world." Which

may well explain why
Genscher chose the first day
of the Big Strike to announce
his retirement,

Should things go from bad
to worse,-the Kohl govern-
ment may end up as chief vic-
tim of the crisis. If the last
public service strike, 18 years
ago, is any guide, the govern-
ment has to cave in, That will
taint Kohl with the stigma of
irredeemeable weakness, just
a9 was experienced by Willy
Brandt in 1974. -

S0 Genscher may well have
heeded the saying “Quit while
you are ahead". His popular-
ity (he regularly tops the
charts) is still unaffected, but
there is little to gain between
now and 1994, the year-of the
next national elections. In
additlon, Germany's perennial
forelgn minister has lost his
classic stage. The Cold War ig
over and the Soviet Union isg
no more. While the East-West
conflict was still on, Genscliar
had his role cut out: an ardent
“détente first"
manoeuvred skilfully between
the US and the USSR, keeping
both at bay and Germany out

man who"
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erism” has lost its.rationale
and appeal, and Germany has
to flgure out a new seript.
And on that stage lurk not
lnurals but trip wires.: G

As an almost-great power,
Germany {s belng.asked to
shoulder more responsibility
for world peace.:But the. ldea

_of sending .German soldiers

abroad is vittunlly-anathema, .
What about Maastricht-and
A European currency?:The
Germans worry more ‘about
their precious deutschmark
than about a perfect:union. - .
What about the ‘rehabilita-
tion of eagtern Europe and -
the former: Soviet Union?
There is gaodwill, but fo ~
money. Indeed, the Germans
want anything but a.Fourth

Relch, and the country’s basid!{} <

instincts. ara turning isola:
tlondst. el e T

In such a getting, it-ls-no
fun to be.at the helm of
German foreign policy, espe-
clally for a man 'who-has seen
and done it all for 18 yeara: -

Josaf Joffe is foreign.editor
and columnist for the Sid-
dawtsche Zeitung in Munich: -



