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Foreword

Dear Reader,

In recent years, the Munich Security Conference (MSC) has highlighted  

a wide variety of security policy issues at its events in all corners of  

the world – from Madrid to Minsk, from Tel Aviv to New York, from Abuja 

to Stavanger. In doing so, we focused primarily on international challenges.

At our events, however, we were increasingly confronted with questions 

about Germany’s positions – sometimes with fear and unease about 

whether Berlin was, for example, taking certain threats seriously enough 

– but almost always with great expectations of our country. At home, on 

the other hand, people still regularly underestimate how important our 

country is now considered to be almost everywhere in the world. People 

pay close attention to what is said or done in Berlin – or what is not. 

This was one more reason we decided to turn our gaze inwards for a 

change. The question of how exactly our country can contribute to 

meeting security policy challenges “earlier, more decisively, and more 

substantially,” as then Federal President Joachim Gauck and then  

Foreign Minister Frank-Walter Steinmeier demanded at the Munich  

Security Conference in 2014, should occupy us even more intensively  

in the future. 

Wolfgang Ischinger
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One result is this special edition of the Munich Security Report (MSR) 

with a focus on German foreign and security policy. Thirty years after 

German unification and six years after the speeches of what is often 

called the “Munich consensus,” we provide an overview of the strategic 

position of German foreign policy. 

The report speaks of a Zeitenwende, the turn of an era in world politics, 

that has seen the erosion of almost every fundamental certainty of Ger-

man foreign policy. From this arises a tremendous need for adaptation 

– the coming years must become a turning point if we want to develop 

the strategies, processes, and instruments to deal with the new dimen-

sion of security policy challenges. For although Germany has assumed 

“more responsibility” in one form or another since 2014, the demand for 

German leadership has grown much faster than the supply in recent 

years. The report highlights our country’s dependence on the liberal  

international order as well as German investments in foreign, develop-

ment, and defense policy. Based on a representative survey conducted 

specifically for this report, it provides an overview of public opinion and 

discusses the need for reform in the foreign policy decision-making  

process. 

FOREWORD
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In another way, the report also marks a turning point for the Munich  

Security Conference itself. We have used the months during which no 

events could take place due to the coronavirus pandemic to further  

develop the MSC. This included moving our Munich headquarters to the 

Amerika-Haus, an internal restructuring, a strengthening of our think-

tank activities, as well as a revamp of the MSC’s corporate design. This 

special edition is the first MSC product to appear in a new guise. In  

addition to improved readability of our font types and greater clarity of 

our graphics, we have also slightly adapted our logo to emphasize the 

MSC’s core idea of dialogue, debate, and interaction even more strongly. 

We are looking forward to your reactions! 

As always, we would like to thank our many partners who have contrib-

uted to the report in one way or another. This applies, of course, to the 

staff of the research institutions and authorities who provided us with 

data and material. Thanks are also due to our numerous high-ranking 

conversation partners in the Office of the Federal President, the Federal 

Government, the Bundestag, and the political parties who took the time 

to participate in extensive background discussions, the substance of 

which had a defining influence on the content of this report. We would 

also like to thank all of the international experts whose perspectives  

enriched the report as well as our sponsors who have enabled the  

expansion of MSC activities. 
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Finally, I would like to thank the Press and Information Office of the 

Federal Government for generously funding part of this project. 

It is my hope that this text helps promote both understanding and  

support for a German and European foreign policy that can successfully 

confront the dramatic geopolitical changes and challenges we are facing. 

Yours, 

Ambassador Wolfgang Ischinger

Chairman of the Munich Security Conference

FOREWORD
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Foreword by former Federal  
President Joachim Gauck

When I opened the 50th Munich Security Conference in 2014 – more 

than six years ago – with my call for Germany, in the face of major 

global political challenges, to engage earlier, more decisively, and more 

substantially in foreign and security policy, it was a matter close to my 

heart. In many respects, our country has since taken on more responsi-

bility – in dealing with crises and emergencies, reorienting NATO, or  

reacting to the coronavirus pandemic within the framework of the  

European Union. It is also true, however, that our commitment in some 

key areas still falls short of both the demands of a changed world and 

the expectations of our partners. 

So my message today is essentially no different – only more urgent. For 

while German foreign policy is adapting to the changed situation, the 

situation is continuing to change. In view of what this report describes 

as a Zeitenwende, the turn of an era in world politics, our country needs 

courage and confidence. Foreign policy certainties may be dissolving, 

but we are not at the mercy of the passage of time. We can, if we want 

to, make an important contribution to holding Europe together and thus 

to defending our way of life, our liberal democratic order, and our inter-

ests in light of new challenges. Last but not least, it is important for  

Germany and Europe to make a contribution to the defense of universal 

values. 

Joachim Gauck
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Much is – quite rightly – expected of our country. Foreign countries 

sometimes have more confidence in us than we have in ourselves. We 

can do little on our own, and without a strong German commitment, 

neither the European Union nor NATO will thrive in the long term. The 

future of the multilateral organizations most important for Germany  

depends on us now more than ever before. 

The survey data in this report shows that foreign and security policy is 

by no means an issue that does not interest Germans: Almost two thirds 

of Germans are strongly or very strongly interested in foreign and securi-

ty policy. And they see that we are facing major challenges: 75 percent 

believe that there will be more crises and conflicts in the coming years. 

Global political questions are certainly “bearable” for citizens, even if 

there are often no easy answers. It would be counterproductive if we 

tried to avoid foreign policy debates. It is evident that doing so only con-

tinues to raise the price of supposedly calming the public. In view of the 

changing security situation, we must discuss issues of alliance solidarity, 

the future of European defense, or even nuclear deterrence if we want  

to convince the population that Germany can and must make a greater 

contribution to the defense of the increasingly fragile West. This brings 

us to issues that, by the way, already played a central role in the early 

years of the Munich Security Conference and are now again the order of 

the day.  

It is therefore a good thing that institutions like the Munich Security 

Conference have not let up and that they persist in putting foreign and 

security policy issues on the agenda. I wish the report many readers – 

and all of us a constructive debate on how Germany can live up to its  

responsibilities in Europe and the world. 

FOREWORD
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Executive Summary

Thirty years after achieving reunification, Germany  
faces enormous challenges. Europe’s security is under 
threat; Europe’s democracies are on the defensive.

Context
We find ourselves in the midst of a Zeitenwende, the turn of an era, in which 

established foreign policy certainties of the Federal Republic are evaporat-

ing. This new situation is characterized by the dissolution of an internation-

al order built over decades, the rise of China, and a resurgence of power poli-

tics violating international norms. In addition, we are confronted with the 

dramatic consequences of climate change as well as rapid technological 

upheaval.

These trends are exacerbated by a gradual reorientation of the United States, 

the origins of which go farther back than 2016. Washington’s relative power 

has declined. Today, the US is less able to act as guarantor of the internation-

al order and less willing to take on a disproportionate burden. Under Presi-

dent Trump, America no longer sees the maintenance of a rules-based inter-

national order and its institutions as a priority.

Many of these challenges are not new. For years, European democracies have 

been searching for answers. At the Munich Security Conference in 2014, 

leading representatives of the Federal Republic articulated what was later 

termed the “Munich consensus”: Germany would be ready to assume “more 

responsibility” internationally and to act “earlier, more decisively and more 

substantially.”

Six years later, it is evident that Germany has increased its foreign and secu-

rity policy commitment in a number of areas.  It has taken on a leading role 

in addressing crises, such as in the Russian–Ukrainian conflict. It has in-

creased its defense spending by about 40 percent since 2014. It has partici-

pated in military operations within the framework of the UN, EU, and NATO 

and has established a military presence on the eastern flank of the Alliance 

for the first time since the end of the Cold War. In 2020, together with 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY



12

ZEITENWENDE |  WENDEZEITEN

France, it proposed an unprecedented recovery package and thereby set the 

course for the EU to emerge stronger from the Covid-19 crisis.

And yet, Germany’s commitment falls short not only of the expectations of 

its most important partners but also of the requirements arising from the 

strategic environment. German foreign policy is evolving, but the world 

around us is evolving even faster.

Since 2014, the erosion of the rules-based order has accelerated further. 

More than any other country, Germany had benefitted from this order which 

was to a large extent guaranteed by the United States. Accordingly, Germany 

is now disproportionately affected by its decline. Germany’s “business mod-

el” is obsolete – both in economic and security policy terms. Piecemeal ad-

justments offer no solution.

Germany now faces a fateful decision: It can throw its weight behind the 

“European imperative,” i.e. strengthening Europe in order to defend Ger-

man and European interests. Or Germany can cling to the status quo and 

prepare itself for EU–Europe to mutate into an “appendage” dominated by 

other powers. 

The dangers described here are understood by many observers. German pol-

icy-makers have repeatedly noted that we are experiencing the turn of an era 

in world politics, and that Europe must take its fate into its own hands. What 

has been lacking so far is the will within the political class to embark on a 

new German foreign policy that allows a “sovereign Europe” to emerge. The 

necessary building blocks for such a policy are not difficult to identify.

Tasks
The first task is to strengthen the EU and improve its ability to act. To do so, 

Germany must evolve from a status-quo power into an “enabling power.” 

European sovereignty and the robust defense of European interests will be 

possible only if Germany takes on the leadership role which comes with be-

ing the EU’s largest member state. It is clear that it will only be able to do so 

in close coordination with EU partners, first and foremost with France.
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A German leadership role is a prerequisite for Europe’s ability to act in all ar-

eas of foreign and security policy. This applies to dealing with global threats 

such as global warming, migration, or pandemics. It also applies to competi-

tion in the field of artificial intelligence and other strategic technologies.

Maintaining close relations with the EU’s core ally, the United States, and 

preserving a US security role in Europe will also depend on a stronger and 

more convincing commitment by the European Union. Berlin should advo-

cate for a European strategy toward the US that emphasizes common inter-

ests and communicates them through all available channels, not only to the 

administration in Washington, but also to the US Congress, the states, the 

business community, and civil society in the United States.

Strengthening the EU’s capacity for action is also a prerequisite for a credible 

European policy toward Russia and China. Given China’s rapid rise and poli-

cy changes under President Xi as well as the dynamic development of the 

Asia–Pacific region, there is an urgent need for a common EU policy on Asia.

Russia has challenged the fundamentals of the European security order. All 

attempts in recent years to enter into a constructive dialogue with Moscow 

have failed. Channels for dialogue must be kept open, but in the short term 

what is necessary is strengthening deterrence and defense and building 

resilience.

With regard to Europe’s neighboring regions, in particular Africa and the 

Middle East, it will be crucial to establish a minimum of stability and to 

open up the potential for development.

Getting Organized
To enhance Europe’s capacity for action, Germany must first define its stra-

tegic interests at the national level and modernize its foreign policy appara-

tus, including its decision-making processes.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
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The first step is to foster Germany’s “strategic culture.” A national strategy 

document submitted regularly by the German government, as is customary 

among all important allies and partners, is a necessity. Such a document 

and annual interim reports should be debated in the Bundestag and thereby 

help to raise public awareness. In any case, the Bundestag should, as many 

parliamentarians have proposed, debate basic questions of foreign policy 

more frequently.

Since the 1960s, the Federal Government’s foreign and security policy appa-

ratus has hardly evolved, even though the world around us has become in-

creasingly complex and reaction times ever shorter. An improvement of de-

cision-making structures, whether through a more systematic use of the 

Federal Security Council (Bundessicherheitsrat) or the creation of new coor-

dination structures, appears necessary. Inevitably, in a coalition, such a re-

structuring will also be analyzed in terms of power gains and losses. Howev-

er, on closer inspection, this would not be a zero-sum game for the 

ministries and coalition partners involved. As the example of our most im-

portant partners and allies shows, strong ministries and effective coordina-

tion are no contradiction.

Foreign and security policy in times of great upheaval must be backed up by 

sufficient resources. This applies equally to diplomacy, development cooper-

ation, and defense. In a long-term comparison, spending on “international 

affairs” in the federal budget has fallen considerably as a proportion  

of the total budget and is no longer adequate in the current situation. The  

reduction of the US military presence in Europe – a trend that will continue 

regardless of the outcome of the US elections – will further increase require-

ments. Germany must mobilize more resources if Europe is to become a ful-

ly capable foreign policy actor.

The ability to act externally requires stability on the inside: The Covid-19 

pandemic has dramatically highlighted the importance of resilience. To-

gether with its partners in the EU, the German government must examine 

whether we are sufficiently prepared when it comes to cyber security and 

other relevant areas.
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Good foreign policy and the mobilization of sufficient resources require ac-

ceptance – and ideally active support – from citizens. That the public is 

aware of the gravity of the international challenges is evident in a new sur-

vey specifically conducted for the MSC: 75 percent of those polled expect 

more crises and conflicts in the coming years.

The survey confirms that Germans are open-minded and favor multilateral-

ism. And Germans can be convinced to do more in foreign policy if politi-

cians make the case. In addressing the Covid-19 crisis, Germany has shown 

leadership and has helped keep Europe together. 

Now it is time to set the course for a German foreign policy that will make 

the European Union a capable and respected player in the world.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
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The Munich  
Consensus

How has German foreign and security policy evolved 

since the speeches of the Munich consensus of 

2014? Has Germany engaged “earlier, more decisively, 

and more substantially”?

Introduction

1
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The Munich Consensus
The statement that Germany must assume “more international responsi-

bility” has been part of the standard repertoire of foreign policy speeches or 

newspaper op-eds at least since the 2014 Munich Security Conference. 

 “Earlier, more decisively, and more substantially” is how Germany needs to 

and wants to get involved on the international stage, said both Federal  

President Joachim Gauck and Foreign Minister Frank-Walter Steinmeier.1 

Together with Defense Minister Ursula von der Leyen, who, in her speech, 

delivered the same message in different terms, Gauck and Steinmeier  

described what was subsequently referred to as the “Munich consensus.”2 

“More responsibility,” all speakers emphasized, does not solely refer to the 

military. But the speeches in Munich were also a reaction to growing dis-

satisfaction among Germany’s partners, who asked themselves whether they 

could rely on Germany with regard to military matters in particular. The 

German government’s decision to abstain from the UN Security Council vote 

on the Libya intervention along with China and Russia, sending best  

wishes to its allies while withdrawing its own troops from NATO units in the  

Mediterranean, caused particular irritation.3 For some, Germany had  

become a prime example of a slacker or a free rider who benefitted from the 

international order but was not prepared to make a substantial commitment 

to preserving it.4 Others described Germany as a “nay-sayer nation” that was 

happy to export arms to the whole world but strictly refused to participate in 

military interventions to protect the weakest.5

The Libya decision was not the only issue, as Germany’s partners generally 

felt that German foreign and security policy did not do justice to Germany’s 

importance. Although other NATO members also imposed restrictions on 

the deployment of their troops in Afghanistan, Germany has been held up as 

a prime example of an excess of “caveats” that ran counter to solidarity  

within the alliance. As early as 2008, then US Secretary of Defense Robert 

Gates warned at the Munich Security Conference that NATO was in danger 

of becoming a two-tier alliance, with some members who were willing to 

fight and others who were not.6 Critics also complained of a lack of commit-

ment at the strategic level. In the international discussion, Germany was at 

times even referred to as NATO’s “lost nation,” whose weakness was the  

alliance’s greatest problem.7 Others saw Germany as a “strategic black hole” 

at the heart of the alliance that did not offer any impetus whatsoever.8

“The key question is: has 
Germany already  
adequately recognized 
the new threats and the 
changing structure of 
the international order?  
Has it reacted commen-
surate with its weight? 
Has Germany shown 
enough initiative to en-
sure the future viability 
of the network of norms, 
friends and alliances 
which has brought us 
peace in freedom and 
democracy in 
prosperity?”23

Federal President  
Joachim Gauck,  
Munich Security Conference, 
January 31, 2014

Tobias Bunde



19

“Indifference is never an 
option for a country like 
Germany – neither from 
a security perspective 
nor from a humanitarian 
perspective.”24 

Defense Minister  
Ursula von der Leyen,  
Munich Security Conference, 
January 31, 2014

But the debate was also driven by the “strategic community” in Germany, 

which also largely believed that German foreign and security policy lagged 

far behind its capabilities. In particular, a joint paper by the German Insti-

tute for International and Security Affairs (SWP) and the German Marshall 

Fund, the title of which already referred to “new power” and “new responsi-

bility,” moved the debate forward.9 What was needed, according to members 

of the working group, was “more creative determination, ideas, and initia-

tives.” So far, however, Germany had been, “selective and hesitant even in 

offering ideas or spearheading initiatives, at least in relation to its economic 

strength, geopolitical clout, and international standing. In this sense, at any 

rate, Germany remains a global player in waiting.”10

The speeches at the Munich Security Conference thus hit a nerve. After  

Federal President Gauck had finished his opening speech, the audience at 

the Bayerischer Hof seemed to breathe a collective sigh of relief. “We’ve been 

waiting ten years for this speech,” remarked a long-serving US diplomat  

in his initial reaction. But, of course, the question soon arose whether the  

Munich rhetoric would be translated into Berlin politics.11 

Time and again, members of the German government have reaffirmed the 

core elements of the “Munich consensus” in speeches at the Munich Security 

Conference. As has occasionally been noted, Chancellor Angela Merkel never 

reacted directly to the speeches of 2014 and avoided a similarly pointed 

statement. Yet, she has likewise described in what way Germany would  

assume more responsibility on several occasions in Munich.12 What all these 

contributions had in common was that they spoke of “more responsibility” 

in the sense of an expanded concept of security – the idea that Germany 

wanted to become more involved in a variety of respects, military and other-

wise. However, what exactly was meant by “more responsibility” has been 

interpreted in various ways in the years since.

For some, the vocabulary of responsibility was nothing more than an attempt 

to put a prettier face on the advancing “militarization of German foreign  

policy.” In principle, they said, it was only a matter of “normalization” and 

reducing old inhibitions about the use of military force.13 In particular, the 

wide-ranging speech by Federal President Gauck was reduced in the public 

mind to the few sentences on the use of military force; a political cartoon by 

Klaus Stuttmann on the “new German foreign policy,” which is now held in 

the Stiftung Haus der Geschichte’s collection, shows Steinmeier, von der 

Leyen, and Gauck wearing suit jackets paired with camouflage pants.14 For 

INTRODUCTION
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others again, the concept of responsibility typified the kind of “pseudo-intel-

lectual babble” that could be used to spread “a vague sense of bliss in the 

midst of global political turbulence” and thus “whitewash the unpleasant 

questions about difficult trade-offs between competing interests and the 

search for the right instruments.”15 To them, Germany was once again avoid-

ing the really decisive questions. 

And so, it is not surprising that six years after the speeches, the verdict on 

the “Munich consensus” is very mixed. If one asks the foreign policy elite 

whether Germany has made good on the intentions of the Munich consensus, 

one often hears critical assessments in private. Many frankly admit that 

Germany has failed to live up to the German government’s promises and the 

expectations of its partners. Some point out that the world has changed  

rapidly since 2014 and that the Munich consensus has been overtaken by 

trends and events. Others point to a significant increase in Germany’s diplo-

matic engagement and the obstacles that stand in the way of more far-reach-

ing ambitions.

There is no doubt that there are many good examples of Germany taking on 

“more responsibility.” The Federal Foreign Office refers to a veritable leader-

ship offensive in Europe and the world, which the Federal Government  

has been pursuing since 2014. Indeed, Germany has shown initiative in many 

areas. For example, after initial hesitation, Berlin played a key role in  

responding to the Russian aggression against Ukraine in 2014. Germany 

played a decisive role in the European Union’s decision to impose far-reach-

ing sanctions, which it has repeatedly extended since then. Together with 

France, the German government initiated the Normandy Process – in close 

coordination with the United States, which stepped back into the second row.16 

Berlin has also become much more involved in NATO than before: Germany 

played a major role in advancing the Framework Nations Concept, assumed 

leadership responsibility for the new Very High Readiness Joint Task Force 

(VJTF), and took on a leadership role in one of the four multinational battal-

ions on NATO’s eastern flank as part of the “enhanced Forward Presence” 

(eFP) – making it the only continental European member to do so. In addi-

tion, Germany offered to host the Joint Support and Enabling Command in 

Ulm – one of two new NATO operational commands the establishment of 

which was decided at the NATO summit in 2018. It is to be fully operational 

by 2021. 

“Yet, a culture of restraint 
for Germany must not 
become a culture of 
standing aloof. Germany 
is too big merely to  
comment on world  
affairs from the 
sidelines.”25

Foreign Minister Frank-Wal-
ter Steinmeier, Munich Se-
curity Conference, February 
1, 2014 
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Beyond Europe, the German government has also participated in or even 

initiated important security policy initiatives. For example, Germany, in 

conjunction with the five permanent members of the UN Security Council, 

succeeded in persuading Iran to sign the Joint Comprehensive Plan of  

Action (JCPOA) in the E3+3 format, which is intended to prevent Iran from 

acquiring a nuclear weapon. After the United States withdrew from the 

agreement, Germany, along with France and the United Kingdom, made  

efforts to preserve it. Since the terrorist attacks in Paris, Germany has also 

participated in the coalition against the so-called Islamic State (IS). When IS 

troops were on the verge of overrunning the last redoubts of the Peshmerga, 

the German government decided to supply weapons to a crisis region to  

enable the minority to defend itself against the IS. For the last year, the German 

government has been trying to contain the war in Libya with the “Berlin  

Process.” Together with France, Germany initiated the “Alliance for Multi-

lateralism” to counter the erosion of the liberal international order. 

Yet, despite the long list of activities and initiatives, critics have complained 

that even when Germany is involved, it is not really present. The Germans, 

they say, have typically preferred to leave it to others to get their hands dirty. 

Hence, Germany’s participation in the anti-IS coalition has been limited to 

providing support services and reconnaissance flights: “The Germans take 

photos, the others drop the bombs – that kind of special role is not tenable,” 

criticizes former defense minister Volker Rühe.17 Germany did not take part 

in the air strikes in Syria, which were carried out by the United States along 

with France and the United Kingdom in response to the repeated use of 

chemical weapons by the Assad regime. In Mali, too, the Bundeswehr has 

been involved in training Malian soldiers but not in combat operations. The 

decision to supply weapons to the Peshmerga, praised by many as a coura-

geous step forward for German security policy, was also seen by some as an 

attempt to avoid getting involved more directly.18 According to critics, the 

Berlin Process, which is intended to contain the war in Libya, has suffered 

from the fact that Germany ultimately does not want to use leverage to 

compel a peaceful resolution.19 And in the case of the “Alliance for Multilat-

eralism,” critics have questioned whether this represents a substantial con-

tribution to the defense of the liberal international order or rather an at-

tempt to work together pragmatically across different regions and cultures.20

The fact that Germany, in the opinion of many active politicians, is lagging 

behind its capabilities would be problematic even under normal circum-

stances. It is critical because the world has changed dramatically since the 

INTRODUCTION



22

ZEITENWENDE |  WENDEZEITEN

Munich Security Conference in 2014, and the erosion of international order 

already evident at that time has accelerated and intensified. The annexation 

of Crimea, the war in Ukraine, the growth of the “Islamic State” in Iraq and 

Syria, the terrorist attacks in Europe, the refugee crisis, the Brexit referen-

dum, the election of Donald Trump as US president, the controversies over 

the North Korean missile program, arms control crises from the Iran deal to 

the INF Treaty to New START, the coronavirus pandemic – the list of words 

signifying global political upheaval could go on for a while. 

As a result, the demand for German involvement in foreign and security  

policy has risen far faster than the supply since 2014. And thus, although 

Germany is doing more, its actions are falling even further behind what is 

actually needed. 

Overview of the Report Chapters
The following chapters are devoted to various aspects of German foreign and 

security policy. Chapter 2 describes the massive changes in the security  

policy situation in which Germany finds itself. The chapter advances the 

thesis that we are currently experiencing a Zeitenwende, a turning point, in 

world politics in which all the key certainties of German foreign policy are 

being called into question. Since Germany has, in an unparalleled way,  

settled into and become comfortable in the “post-Cold War world” in a politi-

cal, military, economic, and intellectual sense, the current changes in global 

politics have been particularly challenging for Berlin. In conclusion, we argue 

that the Covid-19 pandemic can be understood as a catalyst of existing 

trends. For Germany, this raises the question of whether the adaptations it 

has made can keep pace with the changes in the world. 

It is no exaggeration to say that German foreign policy is “inextricably linked 

to the success story of the liberal world order,”21 which is commonly believed 

to be in crisis today. As much as Germany has benefitted disproportionately 

from this order, it is also disproportionately threatened by its erosion.  

Chapter 3 therefore illustrates by way of various examples the dependencies 

that exist for the German economy and German politics. As a trading state, 

Germany is being hit particularly hard by the restrictions on the open global 

economy due to intensifying competition among the major powers, while,  

as a civil power, Germany has hardly been prepared for the change in the 

United States’ role as a “benevolent hegemon” and the further erosion of alli-

ances and arms control treaties. All in all, challenges are arising that, in a 

“In my view, the Munich 
consensus of words 
must become a Munich 
consensus of action.” 

Defense Minister Annegret 
Kramp-Karrenbauer
Munich Security Conference, 
February 15, 202026
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worst-case scenario, would call into question Germany’s previous “global 

political business model.” 

Chapter 4 then discusses the measures taken by German policymakers in 

the wake of the “Munich consensus” in the shape of investments in foreign, 

development, and defense policy. The chapter acknowledges the efforts  

that have been made in recent years but also highlights where Germany is 

lagging behind in its commitments. We conclude that Germany has gradually 

increased its engagement, however without adjusting its usual modus  

operandi. Whether that is adequate for us to meet the challenges posed by 

the new era that is currently dawning is doubtful. The chapter renews the 

calls for a comprehensive increase in spending on foreign, development, and 

defense policy in line with a “three-percent target” that reflects the concept 

of “networked security.” 

It is a common assertion that convincing the German public of the need for a 

stronger international commitment, especially one that involves the use of 

military means, is difficult. The Germans, supposedly, are a pacifist people 

who want nothing to do with the world’s problems – in stark contrast to the 

country’s deep interconnectedness. In Chapter 5, we explain, drawing on 

public opinion research and the results of a survey conducted specifically for 

this report, that public opinion has evolved in recent years. For example,  

approval for greater German involvement in resolving international crises 

has risen, as has approval for increased defense spending. At the same time, 

Germans remain reluctant to use military means, even though they can  

be convinced of the need for individual missions or tasks. The majority of 

respondents favored less restraint vis-à-vis the great powers and wanted the 

European Union to act as one. At the same time, they are skeptical that this 

will come about. 

The next chapter, Chapter 6, is devoted to the foreign policy decision-making 

process. Despite minor adjustments, Germany still essentially operates via 

the ministerial structures and decision-making processes of the old Bonn 

Republic. As this chapter shows, the issue is not just that the balance has 

shifted between the individual ministries and between the ministries and 

the Federal Chancellery. Many more ministries are now involved in formu-

lating foreign policy because more and more policy areas have become inter-

nationalized. Time and again, German foreign policy has not spoken with 

one voice. Even though it will be impossible to entirely avoid coordination 

INTRODUCTION
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difficulties in the German system due to competing principles, and this 

problem is not unknown in other countries, more far-reaching reforms must 

be considered. A controversial discussion has arisen around this issue in  

recent years, centering on the notion of a “National Security Council.” We 

use examples from abroad to illustrate how better coordination could be 

achieved. 

Chapter 7 summarizes the main findings of the report and outlines the role 

of an “enabling power”22 for German foreign and security policy.
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Zeitenwende

What is the state of the international order in 2020? 

What fundamental changes is Germany facing? And 

what role is the coronavirus pandemic playing in this?

Security Situation

2
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Zeitenwende
The Peace of Westphalia in 1648, the French Revolution in 1789, the begin-

ning of World War I in 1914, the end of World War II in 1945, or the fall of the 

Berlin Wall in 1989 – all these dates are linked to certain assumptions about 

the course of world history, namely that they mark the end of an old epoch 

and the beginning of a new one.27 In some cases, contemporaries immediately 

understood the global political significance of such events as the culmina-

tion of important changes. In others, the identification of a specific year as a 

turning point was primarily a construction of later generations.28

Will historians identify the beginning of the financial and economic crisis  

in 2008 as a “benchmark date” that heralded the end of the economic superi-

ority of the West? Will the annexation of Crimea by Russia in 2014 be under-

stood as the beginning of a new era of great-power competition? Will the 

year 2016, with the Brexit referendum and the election of Donald Trump as 

US president, be retrospectively understood as a key date in the decline  

of the West? Or will the Covid-19 pandemic in 2020 be seen as the starting 

point for a reinterpretation of China’s role as an authoritarian-capitalist  

superpower that wants to make its mark on the 21st century and finally casts 

aside its “peaceful rise”? 

In any case, we cannot deny that today we are living at a time of upheaval 

that is shaking the liberal international order and especially the West to its 

very foundations.29 An exceptional quarter of a century of global politics  

is coming to an end, a quarter of a century that, with the fall of the Wall and 

German reunification, could not have gotten off to a better start for Germans. 

Germany suddenly found itself on the right side of history, firmly anchored 

in the West, “encircled by friends,” as the defense minister at the time,  

Volker Rühe, put it, most of whom soon became members of NATO and the 

EU. The “peace dividend” was paid out; territorial defense or nuclear deter-

rence were concepts that still carried over from the Cold War, but their  

importance had rapidly diminished. For Germany, it was a time when there 

were no really difficult foreign and security policy decisions to be made.30 

The only problem was that this extraordinarily fortunate constellation was 

soon perceived as a new normal. Today it is dawning on most of us that we 

are again facing harsher times.

Tobias Bunde
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“This year, we will be  
celebrating the 30th  
anniversary of reunifica-
tion – at the time, an  
unbelievable and unex-
pected stroke of good 
fortune, particularly as it 
was associated with the 
reunification of Europe, 
which had been divided 
by the Iron Curtain. ‘Felix 
Germania’ – at one with 
the world, surrounded  
by friends, secure in the 
global ‘Pax Americana.’ 
That’s how it was. And 
that is the framework at 
risk of crumbling before 
our very eyes. As yet, 
there is no indication of 
what might replace it. 
But it is clear that the 
hope that others will 
somehow sort it out for 
us is a vain one, for us 
Germans at least.”106     

Federal President 
Frank-Walter Steinmeier, 
Munich Security Conference, 
February 14, 2020

In 2018, French President Emmanuel Macron warned the United Nations 

General Assembly that the current phase should not be seen as a brief inter-

lude in history that will inevitably be followed by a return to normality. We 

were facing a crisis of the current order, he said, of such a fundamental  

nature that the order would not function as it did before.31 Foreign Minister 

Heiko Maas has spoken of the fact that the “world order that we once knew, 

had become accustomed to and sometimes felt comfortable in” no longer  

exists.32 It is unclear, however, what exactly the future order will look like, 

what interests, ideas, and institutions and which constellation thereof will 

decisively shape it.33 

These are undoubtedly times of great political uncertainty for political  

leaders. The world has “come apart at the seams,” stated Foreign Minister 

Steinmeier in 2015 in the face of a multitude of crises. He did not consider 

this to be an “accidental cluster,” but rather believed them to be “caused by 

enormous tectonic shifts in our small world.”34 In private, more than a few 

top politicians have freely voiced such concerns. We’re on thin ice with so 

many issues, says many a veteran policy-maker of whom one would think 

they have seen it all. Chancellor Angela Merkel, too, has in recent years  

increasingly referred in her speeches and interviews to history, its lessons, 

and the danger of a disintegrating order.35

The public also seems to be aware of these changes. Admittedly, the majority 

(56 percent) of the citizens surveyed for this report in August 2020 believe 

that the security situation in 2020 is better than it was during the Cold War. 

However, 18 percent of the population consider the current situation similar 

to that of the Cold War; 21 percent even consider it worse. Interestingly, the 

under-30s (75 percent) in particular consider the current security situation 

to be better while this view is less widespread among the over-60s, who  

experienced the Cold War era first-hand (50 percent). When comparing the 

current security situation to that of the 1990–2001 period, Germans are 

much more cautious. 34 percent of those surveyed consider the current  

security situation worse, while only 30 percent consider it better.

SECURITY SITUATION
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Germans do not foresee any improvement in the future – on the contrary: 75 

percent believe that there will be more crises and conflicts in the coming 

years. Only two percent believe that there will be fewer. One may interpret 

this as an indication that Germans largely assume that the world order is 

less and less capable of creating “order.” Compared to last year, respondents 

have become even more pessimistic.

Germany’s security 
situation today, 
compared to  
1949-1990, is …

Germany’s security 
situation today, 
compared to  
1990-2001, is …

28 28 18 13 8 5

7 23 32 26 8 4

Figure 2.1
German attitudes toward Germany’s security situation, 
2020, percent

… much better

… much worse

… somewhat better

Don’t know

… similar … somewhat worse

Data: forsa commissioned by the Munich Security Conference. Illustration: Munich Security Conference
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The Progressive Erosion of German Foreign Policy Certainties
For Germany, the progressive erosion of the liberal international order is a 

particularly far-reaching challenge, because hardly any other country had 

established itself as well in the order largely guaranteed by the United States 

as Germany had – politically, militarily, economically, but also 

intellectually.

The simultaneous dissolution of Germany’s foreign policy certainties  

represents nothing less than a Zeitenwende, the turn of an era in world poli-

tics, to which Germany must find new answers.36 In part, however, these  

beliefs are so deeply rooted in the German imagination that, in spite of de-

velopments to the contrary, they are not, or only gradually, being reexam-

ined. But that is the first step on the way to an appropriate strategy for this 

new era.

Foreign Policy Certainty: The United States Will Remain a “Europe-
an Power” in the Long Run and Act as a “Benevolent Hegemon”  

Since the founding of the Federal Republic of Germany, its close ties with the 

United States have been the fundamental life insurance on which the coun-

try’s security has been based. The security guarantee by the United States 

was a necessary condition for Germany’s acceptance into the Western com-

munity of states and for European integration. Likewise, neither the policy 

“We are experiencing the 
dawn of a new era, an 
epochal shift. We can no 
longer rely on the United 
States to provide com-
prehensive security, on 
EU states moving ever 
closer together, on liber-
al democracy winning 
out worldwide, on coun-
tries like Russia or China 
integrating into the inter-
national order, on the 
United Nations having a 
monopoly on power. The 
global order, which no-
body needs more than 
us, the export-dependent 
Germans, is 
crumbling.”107 

Wolfgang Ischinger, Der 
Spiegel, August 31, 2020

SECURITY SITUATION

Figure 2.2
German attitudes toward crises and conflicts in the world,  
2020, percent 

Data: forsa commissioned by the Munich Security Conference (2020); Forschungsgruppe Wahlen 
commissioned by the Press and Information Office of the Federal Government (2019).  
Illustration: Munich Security Conference

of citizens believe that there will  
be more crises and conflicts in the 
next years.

Only 2 % believe that there will be fewer crises and conflicts. 

62 % (2019)

3 % (2019)

75 %
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of détente towards the Eastern Bloc nor German reunification in 1990 would 

have been possible without this relationship.

After the end of the Cold War, the German elite assumed that the United 

States would remain a “European power” in the long run.37 But in the face of 

a changed world, the United States expected an adjustment in transatlantic 

burden-sharing – an expectation that became increasingly clear after the  

attacks of September 11, 2001. At the beginning of his first term in office, 

President Barack Obama spoke of being the United States’ first “Pacific presi-

dent,” while Secretary of State Hillary Clinton announced the US pivot to 

Asia, and Secretary of Defense Robert Gates warned that future generations 

of Americans would no longer be willing to bear disproportionate burdens.38 

Hardly anyone in Germany took this seriously. There was no strategic debate 

about what a turning away from Europe by the United States – even to a  

limited extent – would mean for German security.39 

It is obvious that the outcome of the upcoming presidential election will 

have immense implications for the configuration of the United States’ role in 

world politics. Whether we should speak of a definitive “end of the American 

era”40 or whether the United States will once again establish itself as the 

leading power of a renewed West will become apparent in the coming years. 

In any case, under President Donald Trump, the United States has bid fare-

well to its traditional role as a “benevolent hegemon.”41 The United States 

under Trump does not see itself as the “world’s policeman” with a duty to  

resolve major international conflicts, nor does it consider the network of in-

ternational organizations, which was primarily created by the United States 

itself, to be particularly worthy of protection in its present form.42 But even 

with new leadership in the United States, Europe, and especially Germany, 

will have to adjust to a different kind of relationship that will entail higher 

expectations by the United States of its European partners.43 For, as Defense 

Minister Annegret Kramp-Karrenbauer notes, in the United States, “both 

the willingness and ability to do more than its fair share are dwindling.”44 

So far, this change in a fundamental constant of German foreign policy has 

only made an appearance in the form of abstract statements in foreign policy 

keynotes. Chancellor Merkel attracted worldwide attention in 2017 with an 

election campaign appearance in the Bavarian town of Trudering, when she 

soberly stated a few days after the G7 summit that it was no longer possible 

to rely blindly on the United States of America, but that more independent 

action on the part of Europeans was needed.45 

“The times in which we 
could completely rely on 
others are, to an extent, 
over [...]. Therefore, I can 
only say that we Europe-
ans must really take our 
fate into our own hands.”

German Chancellor  
Angela Merkel, beer tent 
speech in Trudering,  
Munich, May 28, 2017108
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Other members of the Federal Government have also repeatedly expressed 

similar views in recent years. In an interview with the Tagesspiegel newspaper, 

Foreign Minister Heiko Maas admitted: “We in Europe as a whole will have 

to give more thought to our security. We must assume more responsibility. It 

was a criminal mistake not to have had this debate for so long.”46 But to this 

day, the German debate has done little beyond making these observations. 

How exactly Germany’s government and parties intend to deal with the 

emerging scenario of reduced US engagement remains unclear.47 That will 

not suffice in view of the fact that Germany today is facing security policy 

challenges of a magnitude not seen since the 1950s.48 

Foreign Policy Certainty: European Integration Is Moving in the 
Direction of an “Ever Closer Union” Based on a Common Set of  
Values.  

For a long time, the development of the European Union seemed to be only 

going in one direction – towards an “ever closer union,” as the European 

treaties state, in which liberal-democratic states would cooperate more and 

more closely and shift competencies to the European level. Germany sup-

ported both the deepening and the widening of the Union and indulged in 

the illusion that there was no trade-off between the two. Yet, at least since 

the Brexit referendum, it has been clear that European integration can cer-

tainly be “turned back.” In the meantime, the financial and economic crisis 

called the future of the common currency into question, and to this day it is 

still unclear whether the “halfway house” of only partial integration can be 

sustainable in the important areas of economic and monetary policy. For 

about a decade now, the European Union has found itself in a succession of 

overlapping and ever intensifying crises. Former Commission President 

Jean-Claude Juncker aptly spoke of a so-called “polycrisis.”49 In any case, it 

is now clear that European integration is no sure-fire success. 

In almost all member states, EU-skeptical parties, whose political program  

is directed primarily against “the Brussels bureaucrats,” have gained influ-

ence. The political scientist Jan Zielonka speaks of an “illiberal counter- 

revolution” that is pushing back against the advance of liberal ideas.50 In some 

member states, elected governments are actively undermining fundamental 

liberal-democratic principles that constitute necessary criteria for accession 

to the EU. Hungary, the forerunner of this illiberal “anti-West” under Viktor 

Orbán, who sees the true West in an opposition to migration, changing  

values, and liberalism,51 is today described by Freedom House as “partially 

SECURITY SITUATION
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free” and by the Varieties of Democracy Project at the University of Gothen-

burg as an “electoral autocracy.” For the EU as a community of law, the  

erosion of liberal democracy and the rule of law poses fundamental chal-

lenges.52 After all, a community based on the rule of law is based on mutual 

trust that comparable principles apply in all member states. A reluctance to 

act due to European party politics, combined with EU subsidies, has 

strengthened illiberal regimes such that the EU is hardly able to deal with 

them today.53 In Germany, in particular, one has been massively underesti-

mating this development for years and now must deal with the fact that, 

due to unresolved conflicts over fundamental principles, initiatives that  

are vital for the future of the integration project, such as the coronavirus  

rescue fund, can only be achieved by making concessions on the rule of law 

mechanism. 

This development has also had foreign policy consequences, since the  

illiberal regimes in the European Union have the ability to prevent the EU 

from taking a common position on foreign policy issues and to act as “Trojan 

horses” of authoritarian powers.54 Various examples in recent years have 

shown that this is not an abstract scenario.55 In this respect, too, “the post-

ponement of political conflicts over the core values of the union is becoming 

increasingly cost-intensive.”56

Foreign Policy Certainty: Liberal Democracy Is the Only Legitimate 
Governance Model and Will Prevail Throughout the World in the 
Long Run.  

Few countries in the world took Francis Fukuyama’s “end of history” thesis 

more seriously than Germany.57 With the fall of the Berlin Wall, the collapse 

of the Soviet Union, and the seemingly unstoppable triumph of liberal  

democracy, it was assumed that Western-style liberal democracy would from 

now on be the only widely accepted political governance model – and not 

only in Europe. Indeed, liberal ideas shaped world politics in a more pro-

found way than ever before. In almost all parts of the world, regional organi-

zations adopted treaties to protect democracy.58 The peace missions under 

the umbrella of the United Nations followed a liberal vision and served as a 

transmission belt for the liberal political order.59 In the long run, it was 

thought, the remaining autocratic regimes would also disappear from the 

face of the earth or at least reform themselves. 
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Today, no trace of this liberal euphoria remains. Even the mobilization of 

massive resources in countries such as Afghanistan or Kosovo has had limited 

success. The missionary zeal with which the neoconservatives in the George 

W. Bush administration wanted to achieve a democratization of the Middle 

East cost many lives but did not bring the desired results. The hopes associ-

ated with the Arab Spring were not fulfilled either. Quite the contrary, there 

has been an autocratic counter movement underway for many years, a devel-

opment borne out by well-known indices. In each of the past 14 years, Free-

dom House’s annual data set has included a greater number of countries 

whose overall rating has worsened compared to those who have improved.

The latest report from the V-Dem Institute also contains dramatic figures.  

In 2019, autocracies outnumbered democracies for the first time since 2001; 

54 percent of the world population live in these 92 countries.60 Researchers 

are already talking about a “third wave of autocratization” that is currently 

underway.61 At the same time, they also see signs of hope: In 2019, there were 

substantial mass protests for democratic values in 44 percent of all coun-

SECURITY SITUATION
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tries; ten years ago, this was only the case in 27 percent of the countries. So it 

is not the case that liberal democratic ideas have generally lost their capacity  

to mobilize. Examples such as the recent developments in Belarus show that 

the opposite is the case. But liberal ideas today have more powerful oppo-

nents. This is due in part to the return of authoritarian superpowers who are 

spreading their own ideas of order much more aggressively than in the past. 

Foreign Policy Certainty: Great Powers Such As China and Russia 
Can Be Integrated Into the Liberal World Order As “Responsible 
Stakeholders” and Will Move Closer to the West in the Long Run.  

While the international debate warned more than a decade ago of the return 

of authoritarian superpowers and the “end of the end of history,”62 Germany 

long held on to the “convergence thesis,”63 according to which states such as 

Russia or China would become “responsible stakeholders”64 in the liberal 

world order in the long term through close integration. 

After the end of the Cold War, the political mainstream in Germany assumed 

that Russia would gradually become a partner of the West. Germany in  

particular pursued a committed policy of integrating Moscow in parallel to 

NATO’s eastward enlargement. In retrospect, the “modernization partner-

ship” with Russia, already viewed with skepticism by Germany’s eastern 

neighbors after the Russian-Georgian war of 2008, appears to have been a 

naive attempt to recognize progress in Russian politics that did not exist. 

Even after the annexation of Crimea, the belief in “change through trade” 

remains widespread in Germany. In parts of the German public, Russia’s in-

creasingly aggressive policy towards the EU and NATO, including attacks on 

opponents in European capitals such as London and Berlin, large-scale dis-

information campaigns in democratic election campaigns, or cyber attacks 

on parliaments, are not perceived as massive attacks. Some even take new 

violations as a reason to demand a reset in Russia policy with reference to 

the alleged disregard for Russian security interests by the West.65 

The same applies to dealings with China, whose increasingly self-confident 

behavior is causing the international community growing concern. The  

Beijing leadership under Xi Jinping, for example, has not only intensified 

state repression and surveillance at home but has also adopted a different 

tone in foreign policy. China’s actions in Hong Kong have prompted doubts 

across the world on whether Beijing wants to adhere to the “one country, two 

systems” formula. At the same time, China finds itself in territorial conflicts 
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with several neighbors. Recently, there have been violent clashes with India. 

In the South China Sea, China has built a multitude of artificial islands in  

recent years, which can be understood as the “annexation of a larger maritime 

area by means of hybrid warfare.”66 Towards Europe, too, China is becoming 

more and more demanding.67

This new self-confidence, combined with the increasingly aggressive deliv-

ery of the message that its own system offers a model for the world, is based 

in no small measure on China’s economic success. In direct comparison with 

the liberal-democratic market economies of the West, the state-capitalist 

Chinese economy has caught up significantly in recent years. 

This rise would never have been possible without China’s integration into the 

open world economy. But in recent years, there has been a growing compre-

hension that economic opening is not necessarily associated with political 

opening. At the beginning of 2019, the Federation of German Industry stated 

with remarkable clarity that despite China’s economic importance, it should 

not be overlooked that the People’s Republic of China has entered into  

systemic competition with liberal market economies and that the conver-

gence thesis is “no longer tenable”: “China is no longer developing structur-

ally in the direction of a market economy and liberalism but is in the process 

of consolidating its own political, economic and social model.”68 Wolfgang 
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Schäuble, President of the German Bundestag, was one of the first leading 

politicians to speak bluntly of the fact that Germany “like the West as a 

whole is exposed to systemic competition.”69 Despite this, the convergence 

thesis still seems to have prominent supporters.70 

This does not necessarily mean that Germany and its European partners 

should adopt a unilaterally confrontational stance towards China and Russia 

(which could thus lead it into the trap of a new clash of systems). But a more 

realistic view of autocratic great powers is urgently needed if Germany and 

Europe want to defend their own “way of life.” 

Foreign Policy Certainty: World Politics Is Increasingly Being  
“Legalized,” and Even the Great Powers Are Subjecting Themselves 
to Universally Binding Rules Within the Framework of Global  
Governance. 

The period after the end of the Cold War was initially also characterized in 

Germany by the hope of a genuine “world domestic policy”71 – a rule-based 

system of global governance within which states, international organiza-

tions, civil society, and companies could address the key challenges facing 

humanity in the future. 

Within the framework of the United Nations, various world summits were 

held to strengthen the awareness of the international community’s shared 

responsibility for the planet, the environment, or health and development  

in all parts of the world. The network of international organizations became 

increasingly close-knit, and their competencies grew.72 While the EU remained 

by far the most far-reaching experiment in supranational cooperation, many 

regional organizations followed the European model of regional integration. 

International jurisdiction was also developed further, with the establish-

ment of the International Criminal Court as an initial high point. The global 

Responsibility to Protect was proclaimed, and a wide variety of measures 

were linked to respect for human rights. State sovereignty was defined in in-

creasingly restrictive terms. In the area of world trade, even powerful states 

subjected themselves to the WTO’s dispute settlement mechanism. 

But “governance beyond the nation-state”73 is being challenged – by rising 

powers, nongovernmental organizations, or even states that themselves 

played a decisive role in its creation.74 Donald Trump, carried by a wave of 

new nationalism that is also represented in intellectual circles,75 has turned 
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against the alleged ideology of “globalism.”76 In many areas of global gover-

nance, a “policy failure with regard to global commons”77 is now in evidence, 

which gives little hope that the international community of states will be 

able to agree on responses to the fundamental challenges facing humanity 

such as climate change. 

Particularly far-reaching examples of legalization at the international level – 

 such as the International Criminal Court or the World Trade Organization – 

 have been under particular pressure for several years. Neither the United 

States, nor Russia, nor China had joined the International Criminal Court, 

but they had at least supported its work in some war zones. Recent years have 

seen the emergence of a counter-movement of governments that are trying 

to reverse the development of norms.78 Out of dissatisfaction with the lack of 

Chinese cooperation, the United States is blocking the appointment of a new 

member to the World Trade Organization’s dispute settlement body. 

At the same time, this trend of questioning international authority should 

not be confused with a return to a classic Westphalian understanding of  

sovereignty, according to which all states decide on their internal affairs 

without outside interference. After all, the United States, China, and Russia 

have all pursued concepts of sovereignty over the past two decades that are 

rooted in pre-Westphalian traditions and grant them a license “to dominate 

others – paradoxically, in the name of sovereignty.”79 

The fact that, in capitals from Washington to Moscow to Beijing, it is held 

that the world has entered a new era of great-power competition, gives reason 

to fear that, going forward, interdependencies and cooperative arrange-

ments will increasingly become the subject of a struggle for zones of influ-

ence.80 While the United States under President Trump has recently with-

drawn from various international organizations that it played a decisive role 

in creating, China is increasingly active in trying to influence them in its  

favor. The increasing divergence of the major powers is having a particularly 

dramatic effect on peacekeeping because the United Nations Security Coun-

cil has been unable to agree on a common approach in the major wars of the 

present day: “There is a lack of global order because the great powers have no 

common idea of this order.”81 

For Germany, the crisis of multilateralism raises difficult questions, which 

Hanns Maull has summarized as the “ultimate dilemma faced by a ‘civilian 

power’ with its very specific form of foreign and security policy”: “What  

SECURITY SITUATION
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happens to the ‘reflexive multilateralist’ [...] if the partners and institutions 

on which its policy depends disappear?”82

Foreign Policy Certainty: The Importance of Military Force,  
Especially Between States, Is Declining.   

With the end of the Cold War, the danger of armed conflicts between states 

seemed to diminish. The community of states increasingly focused on inter-

nal conflicts or internationalized civil wars. Interstate wars seemed a thing 

of the past. For the Bundeswehr, this meant a reorientation away from national 

and alliance defense in favor of international peace missions. 

Popular authors such as the linguist Steven Pinker and the political scientist 

Joshua Goldstein argued that war had gone out of fashion and the use of 

force was becoming increasingly rare.83 According to Goldstein, humanity 

was on its way to winning the “war against war.” In Germany, these argu-

ments fell on particularly fertile ground. As a “civilian power,” Germany was 

one of the self-appointed pioneers of the “civilizing” movement in interna-

tional relations.84 

But the number of violent conflicts has again increased in recent years.  

Despite the German mantra that there are no military solutions, other actors 

have not been afraid to push through such military “solutions.” The wars in 

Syria and Yemen in particular have claimed hundreds of thousands of lives. 

Proponents of the thesis that humanity is becoming more and more peaceful 

may understand such conflicts as a statistical deviation. But even if we turn 

our attention away from the very real suffering of the victims of current 

wars, the statistical arguments for a permanent decrease in violence are not 

completely convincing.85 In political science, therefore, the theses of Pinker 

and Goldstein are now considered to have been largely refuted.86
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Given the erosion of the international order, the intensifying territorial con-

flicts in some parts of the world, and the general increase in competition 

among the great powers, exuberant optimism regarding the future seems  

inappropriate. If it is correct that the world of the 21st century will be a 

“multi-order world,” i.e. a world characterized by different orders that partly 

overlap but partly also contradict each other,87 it is unfortunately also safe  

to assume that the risk of war will grow again.88  

In 2019, the alarm bells rang when it was unclear how Saudi Arabia and its 

allies would react to an Iranian drone strike. There is also much to suggest 

that military tensions will increase in Asia. In 2019, there were clashes  

between the nuclear powers India and Pakistan, which fortunately did not 

escalate further. In 2020, there were over 20 deaths in skirmishes between 

China and India. Taiwan, in turn, could become a hotspot for tensions  

between Beijing and Washington. Even in Europe, borders have once again 

been changed without peaceful negotiations. This summer, even the situa-

tion between the NATO partners Greece and Turkey threatened to escalate. 

SECURITY SITUATION
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This is further evidence of an erosion of the international order, which,  

for several decades, at least maintained peace between the great powers and 

prevented the escalation of wars between states, even if the world was  

not entirely peaceful. The maintenance of this state of overall peace has not 

been made any more likely by the dawning “age of predators” or by the 

“growing back of the jungle.”89 On the contrary, one might even fear that it is 

the very belief that all-out war is all but impossible that leads to more risky  

behavior, which may eventually trigger a war whose escalation can then no 

longer be prevented.90 Conflict researchers like Bear Braumoeller therefore 

consider it “not unlikely at all that another war that would surpass the two 

World Wars in lethality will happen in your lifetime.”91

For Germany’s strategic culture, this harsher global political climate is also 

an intellectual challenge. German foreign policy always reaches its limits 

when confronted with actors whose actions follow a different logic.92 The  

political elite and the population continue to struggle with the need for  

diplomacy or even just with the idea that deterrence may be needed to secure 

peace. “All of this makes it clear,” summarizes Jana Puglierin aptly, “that 

Germany is still struggling to find its way in a world that no longer operates 

according to the rules of the 1990s, in which might is replacing right and  

in which conflicts are once again being litigated in more violent ways.”93

The Acceleration of the Erosion of Foreign Policy Certainties
These trends are not new or unforeseen, and many have been analyzed and 

discussed for a long time. At most, what is new is that foreign policy certainties 

may be dissolving much more quickly than feared and existing develop-

ments are continuing to accelerate. The Covid-19 pandemic seems to be 

acting as a further catalyst.94 French Foreign Minister Jean-Yves Le Drian 

said as early as April 2020 that he feared that the world after the pandemic 

would look just like the world before it, only worse.95 

The problem of “Westlessness,”96 i.e., a world that is becoming less Western 

and in which a West that is also becoming less Western is not acting collec-

tively, has only become more prominent in light of the pandemic.97 While in 

the financial and economic crisis more than a decade ago, the transatlantic 

partners still coordinated their efforts and launched complementary economic 

stimulus programs with a view to finding a common way out of the crisis, 

transatlantic relations in the coronavirus crisis have been marked by speech-

lessness. The members of the G7 have hardly appeared together. Indeed,  

the few media reports on the G7 that have emerged did so when its members 
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could not even agree on a joint declaration because the United States insisted 

on calling the coronavirus the “Wuhan virus.”98 In view of escalating ten-

sions with Turkey in the Mediterranean, Emmanuel Macron felt confirmed 

in his assessment that NATO was already brain dead.99 And the question of 

whether Donald Trump intends to go ahead with a withdrawal from NATO 

in a possible second term in office is being openly discussed.100 

In general, the public perception of the United States and its soft power has 

continued to suffer in the wake of the coronavirus pandemic.101 In a survey 

conducted by the Pew Research Center in 13 countries, only 15 percent of 

those surveyed thought the United States had handled the outbreak well. In 

contrast, the majority of respondents said the WHO (64 percent) and the EU 

(57 percent) had done a good job. Even China’s handling of the crisis is still 

rated as good by 37 percent of respondents.102 The response to the pandemic 

is therefore also a “global battle of narratives.”103 

Some of the other trends described above are also being intensified by the 

pandemic and its effects. For instance, governments have used the pandem-

ic to further restrict democratic rights. Crises in Europe threaten to worsen 

further. Debate on the pros and cons of an open global economy is even more 

heated than before. Talk of “decoupling” has grown. In addition, the pan-

demic has highlighted the great extent to which seemingly apolitical inter-

national organizations have become an arena for the conflict between China 

and the United States. Some observers have even warned that the coronavirus 

pandemic is also increasing the danger of a conflict between the great 

powers.104 

On the positive side, however, after initial difficulties, the European Union 

seems to have succeeded in using the crisis as an opportunity to launch for-

ward-looking initiatives. The Franco-German initiative for the coronavirus 

rescue fund and the agreement on a new multi-year financial framework  

indicate that the Zeitenwende is also bringing opportunities with it. To suc-

cessfully deal with the erosion of foreign policy certainties, it will therefore 

be important for Germany and Europe to channel this impetus into foreign 

and security policy.105

SECURITY SITUATION
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SECURITY SITUATION

The world is facing a Zeitenwende, a turning point in 
world politics. The quarter of a century after German 
unification was an exceptional phase in world politics 
that is coming to an end. 

Today, many of the fundamental certainties on which 
German foreign policy has been based in past decades 
have been called into question. 

The coronavirus pandemic has further accelerated the 
erosion of foreign policy certainties, with the conse-
quence that the world has to more quickly prepare for 
harsher times. 

Germany must therefore urgently subject some of the 
central tenets of its foreign policy to a critical reality 
check.
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A View from the United States: 
21st-century Globalism

Germany needs to see its long and ongoing confrontation with the grievous 

sins of its past as an asset. No nation is free of oppression and violence 

against minorities; many nations have committed crimes against humani-

ty and even genocide. Leadership in the 21st century, both domestically 

and internationally, will require more transparency and humility than ever  

before. Germany has a head start.

Nations that are willing to acknowledge and try to repair past and present 

wrongs, against their own people and the people of other nations, will have  

a new moral authority and legitimacy to fight for globalism against national-

ism, to address the truly existential global threats of our time. Leaders have 

the capability now as never before to reach across borders directly to people 

around the world, to marshal a new solidarity in the face of common threats. 

Angela Merkel’s prestige and potential influence rose sharply around the 

world when she addressed the German people honestly in confronting the 

dangers of the pandemic and drew on her own scientific expertise in ad-

dressing it. 

The great divisions of this century will not be democracy versus autocracy, 

but rather open versus closed societies, humanism versus nationalism, and 

global collective security versus great-power rivalry. Germany, together with 

those of its fellow European colonial powers willing to expose the full hor-

rors of how nationalism and racism shaped much of their past, can lead the 

way in framing foreign policy debates in terms of 21st-century globalism ver-

sus 19th-century nationalism.  

21st-century globalism calls directly on human beings around the world to 

acknowledge and fight common global threats, recognizing that we are orga-

nized as nations but are not defined and limited only by our national identi-

ties. 19th-century nationalism is a world without rules, in which narrow 

elites manipulate their peoples to advance their own egotistic dreams of  

glory. Germany knows that old world only too well. Germans now have an 

opportunity to step forward and help shape a new one.

Anne-Marie Slaughter is CEO of New America.

Anne-Marie Slaughter
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David Miliband

A View from “An Englishman in New 
York”: Tackling the Age of Impunity

The pictures from the fall in the Berlin Wall continue to inspire my genera-

tion, and Germany’s progress over the last thirty years as a role model of in-

ternal stability, democratic governance and concerned humanity has rightly 

garnered admiration.  Commitment to Europe and European integration, 

alongside strong bilateral relations around the world, have been two pillars 

on which that progress has been based.  The challenge going forward is to 

add a third pillar to the first two: a global role, commensurate with the val-

ues, interests, and capacities of the country. That is all the more necessary 

given the fissures in the democratic world and the challenges from autocrat-

ic nations who do not share liberal values or world view.

There are many candidates for the focus of this global effort, and tentative 

signs in Germany of the need for it (for example the “Alliance for Multilater-

alism”).  However, the fragmented international community – a community 

more in name than reality – has been exposed by the Covid-19 crisis.  There 

is also pressing need for fresh vigor and leadership when it comes to climate 

change, refugees and migration, the seemingly endless wars in Syria,  

Afghanistan, Yemen.  These are all issues where Germany has played a 

valuable but not yet determinative role, and where its domestic interests 

could justify such a global effort.

My own view is that the binding thread of Germany’s distinctive global ef-

fort should be to use its resources as well as its example to tackle what I call 

the Age of Impunity.  Foreign policy is increasingly dominated by the abuse 

of power not the balance of power.  From war zones where aid workers and 

civilians are being killed in record numbers to human rights to economic 

and environmental exploitation, the norms and laws of the rules-based sys-

tem are being undermined.  By virtue of history as well as contemporary sit-

uation, Germany is well positioned to warn and work against the abuse of 

power.  Its economic resources, national story, and global reach go make it 

well-positioned to work to build countervailing power against those who 

threaten global decency as well as global order.

David Miliband is President and CEO of the International Rescue Committee, a member of the 
MSC Advisory Council, and former Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs of the United Kingdom.

GUEST CONTRIBUTIONS
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A View from Russia:   
The Model Multilateralist

In my view, the most valuable feature of German foreign policy is its firm 

commitment to the fundamental principle of multilateralism. It is particu-

larly important today, when many international players including great 

powers explicitly or implicitly challenge this principle and shift to unilater-

alism and nationalism in dealing with their adversaries and partners alike. 

Thirty years ago, to stick to multilateralism meant to float with the tide, 

these days it means to hold back the tide. Multilateralism requires much 

more resilience, stamina, and faith in 2020 than it required back in 2000.   

The true value of any principle is defined by how much you are willing to pay 

for it. Multilateralism might make German foreign policy less innovative or 

it might slow down German responses to various international challenges 

and crises. Moreover, numerous critics often perceive it as a sign of Germa-

ny’s weakness, lack of imagination or its reluctance to take a leadership role 

in world politics. I can even imagine that for some Germans, the outcomes of 

their continuous attachment to multilateralism sometimes becomes a 

source of frustrations and disappointments. Even more frustrations and dis-

appointments are still in the pipeline for Germany.  

However, multilateralism is the only way to provide for stability, security, 

and sustainable development at regional and global levels. In this sense, 

Germany remains an indispensable role model and a foreign policy lab for 

many other nations and states.  I can only hope that Berlin will stay commit-

ted to multilateralism and that Washington, Beijing, and Moscow will learn 

more from the German experience in future than they do now.

Andrey Kortunov is Director General of the Russian International Affairs Council (RIAC).

Andrey Kortunov

GUEST CONTRIBUTIONS
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Wonderful Together, 
Vulnerable Together

How dependent is Germany on the liberal international 

order? And what economic and security vulnerabilities 

will arise if it continues to erode?

Dependencies

3
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Wonderful Together, Vulnerable  
Together
When Federal President Gauck spoke about Germany’s international role at 

the Munich Security Conference in 2014, he put an emphasis on the impor-

tance of a liberal world order for Germany. Indeed, in retrospect, it is mani-

festly clear that Germany has reaped extraordinary benefits from the inter-

national order molded in large part by the United States, an order that 

shaped the Western world after 1945 and, after 1989, increasingly the entire 

world. As a “trading state” whose primary goal is to secure and increase na-

tional prosperity,109 Germany was able to pursue its economic interests in a 

largely stable system. The characteristics of this system were particularly 

suited to Germany’s strengths. As an export-oriented nation that established 

an above-average degree of integration with the global economy, Germany 

profited from an open world economy and free trade routes without having 

to worry too much about what made them possible.110 

For decades, NATO and especially the United States’ security guarantee pro-

vided a basic level of security that was ultimately taken for granted. After 

the end of the Cold War and the unification of the two German states, Ger-

many, the “civilian power,” collected an immense peace dividend. For the 

unified Germany, “encircled by friends,” as a former minister of defense, 

Volker Rühe, put it, military threats to its own security seemed purely 

theoretical.111 

Within the framework of the European Union and NATO, Germany found its 

political home “as an equal member in a united Europe,” an aspiration 

framed by the preamble to the Basic Law – not something to be taken for 

granted for a country that had brought unspeakable suffering to the world in 

two world wars. “Politically,” summarizes the Federal Government’s 2016 

White Paper, “Germany can rely on a strong network of bilateral, European, 

transatlantic, and multilateral ties and institutional structures that provide 

its activities with legitimacy and make them effective.”112 

“Germany is globalized 
more than most coun-
tries and thus benefits 
more than most from an 
open world order – a 
world order which allows 
Germany to reconcile in-
terests with fundamental 
values. Germany derives 
its most important foreign 
policy goal in the 21st 
century from all of this: 
preserving this order and 
system and making 
them fit for the future.”196 

Federal President  
Joachim Gauck,  
Munich Security Conference, 
January 31, 2014

Tobias Bunde,  
Randolf Carr, and  

Franziska Stärk
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But as much as Germany has benefited disproportionately in political, mili-

tary, and economic terms from the liberal international order, it is also dis-

proportionately dependent on it. Accordingly, the weakening of this order 

has hit Germany particularly hard. Therefore, the erosion of Germany’s for-

eign policy certainties required that it pay greater attention to the country’s 

vulnerabilities and take committed action to increase its own resilience.113 

Economic Dependencies
Among countries its size, the Federal Republic of Germany stands out for its 

exceptional integration into the global economy. This naturally has an im-

pact on the country’s security policy interests, as the 2016 White Paper 

states, “Germany’s prosperity and economy are highly dependent on appro-

priate conditions – both in Europe and globally. Germany is fully integrated 

into international trade and investment flows. Our country is particularly 

dependent on secure supply routes, stable markets, and functioning infor-

mation and communication systems.”114  

The numbers speak for themselves. The trade-to-GDP ratio, the sum of im-

ports and exports in relation to gross domestic product, also known as the 

Openness Index, is a classic indicator of the integration of a national econo-

my into the global economy. Germany has the highest trade-to-GDP ratio 

among the G7 countries – it far exceeds that of France or the United King-

dom, for example. 

DEPENDENCIES
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Indeed, indicators of various kinds underscore Germany’s special position 

as a leading beneficiary of globalized trade and investment flows. According 

to the McKinsey Global Institute’s Interconnectedness Index for 2016,  

Germany ranks fourth among the most interconnected countries after  

Singapore, the Netherlands, and the United States. In contrast to many other 

countries, most of which only had a particularly strong international net-

work in one or two of the fields studied (goods, services, finance, people, 

data), Germany was among the leading group in every individual field.115 

It is therefore not surprising that Germany has also benefited from economic 

globalization to a demonstrably above-average extent compared to other 

countries. The Bertelsmann Stiftung’s Globalization Report 2018 calculated 

the share of a country’s prosperity gains since 1990 that were attributable to 

globalization. According to the report, Germany is one of the greatest benefi-

ciaries of globalization. The average German gain per capita from globaliza-

tion amounts to about 1,150 euros per year. This puts Germany in 6th place 

out of the 42 countries surveyed.116 

*A country's openness index, or 
trade-to-GDP ratio, is the total 
sum of its imports and exports of 
goods and services expressed as a 
percentage of its GDP.
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A key factor for Germany’s profitable participation in globalization was the 

development of new foreign sales markets for German goods. Thus, Germa-

ny became the long-standing “world export champion” in the mid-2000s.117 

According to calculations by IW Consult, in 1998 every fifth job in Germany 

was dependent on exports; by 2018, it was every fourth. Germany owes a 

good two thirds of the increase in employment in that 20-year period to the 

growing foreign business of German companies.118 

Few other countries have benefited as much as Germany from the institu-

tional system that, for some decades now, has underpinned the open global 

economy. A study by the Bertelsmann Stiftung quantified the effects of the 

World Trade Organization (WTO) on its members’ prosperity.119 Looking at 

the absolute gains made by selected countries, at first glance, the United 

States and China lead by a large margin. Germany is in third place with 

around 66 billion US dollars. However, looking at profits per capita reveals 

that the real beneficiaries of the WTO are very open, export-oriented, and 

well-connected countries. Germany has thus enjoyed absolute gains similar 

to the much larger economies of the United States and China, but German 

per capita profits are three times higher than those of the US.120 The flipside 

of this economic success story is that Germany has been hit particularly 

hard by changes in the international economic order.

DEPENDENCIES
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The WTO’s dispute settlement body has not been able to adjudicate on dis-

putes since the United States blocked the replacement of its appeal judges. 

Officially, the Trump administration has accused the body of overstepping 

its authority.121 Experts have interpreted the blockade as payback for numer-

ous arbitration awards made against US trade protection measures.122 Nego-

tiations on WTO reforms have proved difficult, and not just because WTO 

rules must be developed by consensus: Against the backdrop of the steadily 

growing number of trade restrictions introduced by G20 states, it will not be 

easy to persuade the United States to return to its role as guardian of the free 

trading system.123 In a world of returning systemic competition, in which 

mercantilist thinking and bilateral trade balances are gaining in impor-

tance,124 maintaining WTO structures seems of little concern to the United 

States. The consequences of the Covid-19 pandemic could further strength-

en protectionist tendencies, which could complicate the global economic re-

covery and the development of the WTO.125 

Thus, Germany’s strong integration into the world economy is being tested, 

especially from a geopolitical perspective. In the current climate, a primari-

ly economic approach to countries such as China and Russia is reaching its 

limits – and is being met with a growing lack of understanding both at home 

*In the underlying Bertelsmann 
Stiftung study, country-specific 
welfare effects since accession to 
the WTO were calculated by way 
of a counterfactual analysis of the 
trade balance with and without 
the effects of WTO membership.

Data: Bertelsmann Stiftung. Illustration: Munich Security Conference
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and abroad. In view of the fact that not only competitors such as Russia and 

China but even close partners such as the USA are using economic ties as a 

means of exerting pressure, unpleasant questions are arising for the “trad-

ing state” of Germany. Those include concerns, both domestically and in 

partner countries, that the degree of integration of German companies into 

the global economy makes Berlin vulnerable to economic blackmail. 

For example, Germany has been severely criticized for its adherence to the 

Nord Stream 2 pipeline project, especially by Eastern European countries 

and the United States, who assert that it strengthens Russia’s economic and 

foreign policy agenda and deprives transit countries of important political 

leverage over their overpowering neighbor.126 To prevent Germany from 

making itself Russia’s energy policy “hostage,” President Trump’s govern-

ment has imposed economic sanctions.127 While experts consider these to  

be in violation of international law,128 outspoken critics of the US sanctions 

policy have warned that Germany risks becoming a “vassal” of the United 

States.129 The choice between upholding long-standing agreements  

between Russian, German, and European companies on the one hand and 

the strategic importance of the transatlantic relationship on the other hand 

is a difficult one for Berlin. With the poisoning of opposition leader Alexei 

Navalny and the resulting debate on whether Nord Stream 2 can be contin-

ued in view of the long list of Russian violations of international norms, the 

debate has taken a new turn.

In a similar vein, Germany has been criticized for an overriding concern 

with easier market access and the conclusion of a European investment 

agreement with China. The attitude of the German government, which, ac-

cording to some observers, such as the journalist and long-time China corre-

spondent Thomas Reichart, continues to be characterized by a “China naive-

ty,”130 is increasingly facing domestic German headwinds, especially since 

the debate about 5G network expansion. Experts have warned that the Chi-

nese government is instrumentalizing German economic interests to pre-

vent a disadvantageous political decision on this issue.131 A paper by the SPD 

parliamentary group emphasized that political and economic interests can-

not be separated: “The competition between these two systems ultimately 

defines the limits of our partnership in concrete terms and influences the 

nature of our economic competition with China.”132 Michael Roth, minister 

of state at the Federal Foreign Office, also recently argued that Germany 

could turn the tables on China and “if necessary use the EU internal market 

DEPENDENCIES
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as a means of exerting pressure” to protect interests and values.133 The  

growing support for a perspective on China that puts geostrategic consider-

ations in the foreground is an indicator of the change in the German de-

bate.134 At the same time, experts warn that a full-on confrontation course 

with China modeled after the US approach is the wrong path for Germany 

and Europe.135 The only thing that seems certain is that it will be increasing-

ly difficult for Germany to stick to its “tried and tested” approach in the fu-

ture and to conduct an economic foreign policy largely free of geopolitical 

considerations.136

Due to the growing use of interdependence as a means of political pressure, 

in capitals around the world, attention is increasingly turning to strategies 

of intentional economic “decoupling.”137 Countries are increasingly facing 

the threat that the network of globalized financial flows, digital communica-

tion channels, and supply and value chains is becoming a web that their 

 rivals will try to ensnare them in. The logic of “decoupling” aims to sever 

these webs at neuralgic points and thus reduce strategic dependencies. In  

its complexity, decoupling thus resembles a “surgical operation” – but like 

 surgeons at the dawn of modern medicine, operating with crude instru-

ments and limited knowledge, governments can rarely accurately assess the 

consequences of their actions.138 In many cases, these measures revolve 

around the ”reshoring” of foreign production back into the country. China, 

for example, whose high-tech companies rely on highly specialized semicon-

ductors from Taiwan and the United States, is feverishly trying to establish 

domestic production of these components.139 Whether the motive is to pro-

mote national security, competitiveness, or self-sufficiency – theoretically 

up to a quarter of global goods exports could be relocated to other countries 

in the next five years according to a McKinsey study.140 The recent debates in 

the United States about “clean networks,” including the banning of Chinese 

social media platforms from the market, show that decoupling is not only af-

fecting goods and hardware, but also the interconnectedness of the global 

digital space.141 At the same time, in financial policy, various states, from the 

EU to Russia and China, are considering developing alternatives to the 

American-controlled banking network SWIFT.142 

The experience of the Covid-19 pandemic has intensified the push for greater 

resilience and autonomy and has reinforced the trend towards decoupling.143 

When countries such as India and China cut off exports, governments 

around the world realized how much they depended on foreign supplies –  

“We cannot ensure the 
defense of the West  
if our allies grow depen-
dent on the East.”197

US Vice President  
Mike Pence, Munich 
Security Conference 2019, 
February 16, 2019
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“But we need to re- 
calibrate balance between 
the international division 
of labor and the risks of 
strategic dependencies. 
And I want Germany  
and Europe to be in the 
vanguard here.”198

Foreign Minister  
Heiko Maas,  
Heads of German Missions 
Conference, May 25, 2020

of medicines, chemicals, medical devices, and other equipment – to merely 

protect their populations. It is estimated that the United States sources 

about 40 percent of common drugs from India; in Europe, the figure is 

around one quarter. In turn, India sources 70 percent of the active ingredi-

ents from China.144 So, in April, the White House said: “One of the things that 

this crisis has taught us is that we are dangerously over-dependent on a glob-

al supply chain. [...] Never again should we have to depend on the rest of the 

world for our essential medicines and countermeasures.”145 In May, Heiko 

Maas concluded that dependence needed to be reduced, not only in the 

health sector, but also in strategic areas such as “energy, IT, food, logistics, 

raw materials and rare earths.”146

These examples show that the increasing awareness of sensitive strategic de-

pendence is radiating out into all directions and areas. Henry Farrell and 

Abraham Newman, who coined the term “weaponized interdependence,” 

however, see the potential for miscalculation and dangerous escalation in 

the hasty cutting back of trade, finance, and data flows between the major 

powers.147

An advancing disintegration of the international order and an intensifica-

tion of conflicts between the major powers could also have a massive impact 

on prosperity in Germany. After all, even crises in distant regions of the 

world can damage Germany considerably. For instance, a massive restriction 

of maritime trade due to a blockade of important shipping routes would hit 

the German economy particularly hard. Over 20 percent of German foreign 

trade is conducted by sea.148 A conflict that would bring shipping in the 

South China Sea to a standstill would disrupt nine percent of Germany’s to-

tal trade in goods. In percentage terms, only nine other countries, all of 

which are themselves located in Southeast Asia, would be more severely af-

fected by such a disruption.149 A blockade of the Strait of Hormuz would af-

fect one in ten routes operated by HAPAG-Lloyd, the largest German compa-

ny and fifth largest in the world.150

DEPENDENCIES



59

ZEITENWENDE |  WENDEZEITEN

In the debate that has flared up in the wake of the Covid-19 pandemic about 

Germany’s vulnerability, special attention is being paid to the country’s eco-

nomic dependence on China. According to a study published by the ifo Insti-

tute in February 2020, value-added exports to China accounted for 2.8 per-

cent of Germany’s total economic value added in 2015 – in 2005, it was less 

than one percent.151 While close value-added links with China are not nega-

tive per se, the pandemic has shown that the absence of the “workbench of 

the world,” as China is sometimes known, can have a severe impact on inter-

national trade flows. Particularly in Germany’s key industry, the automotive 

sector, numerous plant closures have revealed the existing vulnerabilities. 

According to a study conducted by Prognos AG on behalf of the Bertelsmann 

Stiftung, a good two-thirds of the value added in the German automotive 

sector in 2014 was generated domestically.152 Nominally, the value-added 

share of important supplier countries, such as China, at two percent, or Italy, 

at 3.4 percent, was not particularly large.153 Nevertheless, production outag-

es in these countries can delay the closely interlocked supply chains of the 

“just-in-time” production that is common in many fields and, in some cases, 

bring it to a standstill. 

Domestic Traditional trade Simple value chain

Complex value chain

Data: ifo Institute. Illustration: Munich Security Conference
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Another major risk factor are scenarios where important sales markets break 

away or access to them is denied. In the context of the controversy surround-

ing Huawei and the German 5G expansion, some have speculated about the 

future of German automakers’ business in China. The Chinese ambassador 

in Berlin asked with regard to a possible exclusion of Huawei: “Can we also 

declare German cars unsafe some day because we are also able to produce 

our own cars?”154 Since Volkswagen, BMW, and Daimler on average generat-

ed more than a third of their sales revenues in China in 2019,155 this was 

widely perceived as a thinly veiled threat.156 If Volkswagen were excluded 

from the Chinese market, it would, on its own admission, have to lay off 

around 50 percent of workers in certain divisions.157 However, economists 

offer differing views on the significance of China for the German economy as 

a whole. From the point of view of some, such as ifo expert Jürgen Matthes, 

the example of a few prominent companies distorts an overall picture that 

actually points to a “limited” German dependence on China.158 Others, how-

ever, expect this problem to “hit Germany particularly hard” in the future 

and significantly impair economic growth, particularly against the back-

drop of the US-China rivalry.159 

Even more dangerous for Germany than the scenario of a global economic 

“decoupling” would be the disintegration of the European Union and its in-

ternal market. It is true that China is now Germany’s most important trading 

partner: In 2019, goods worth 206 billion euros were traded. However, the 

sum of imports and exports of German trade with Poland and the Czech Re-

public (216 billion euros), by way of comparison, already exceeds that figure. 

Trade with all EU member states exceeded 1.4 trillion euros, i.e., seven times 

the volume of trade with China.160 This figure impressively underlines the 

importance of the single market for the German economy. 

The German debate has regularly focused on the costs and risks arising from 

Germany’s membership of the European Union. As the member state with 

the EU’s largest economy, Germany is naturally one of its net contributors.161 

Due to the loss of the United Kingdom, the German share of the total budget 

will continue to rise. According to current plans, Germany is expected to 

contribute almost 35 billion euros to the EU budget in 2027. That amounts to 

8.5 billion more than was estimated for 2020.162 In media reports, this regu-

larly leads to alarmist headlines.163 
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However, from Germany’s point of view, the EU’s great economic advantage 

is that it has established favorable trading and competition conditions, the 

benefits of which exceed the budgetary costs of Germany’s membership 

many times over. This is most evident, for example, when taking into ac-

count the economic costs of a total disintegration of the European Union. 

According to a study by the Kiel Institute for the World Economy (IfW), Ger-

many would be the foremost net loser if the milestones of European integra-

tion – the European customs union, the European single market, the Euro-

pean monetary union, the Schengen Agreement, free trade agreements with 

third countries, and net transfer payments between EU members – were to 

be eliminated. German gross domestic product would drop by 173 billion eu-

ros.164 While, for many smaller countries, the abolition of transfer payments 

would have a major impact, for Germany as a net contributor, the cessation 

of the internal market would account for about 80 percent of its overall loss-

es.165 Ultimately, then, safeguarding common prosperity and economic rela-

tions in the EU is not only in Germany’s economic but also in its strategic in-

terest: “The bigger and safer the EU’s single market is and the more dynamic 

its development, the less likely it is that one economic weakness of Germa-

ny’s will come to light: the dependence on two major foreign markets outside 

of the EU, neither of which will hesitate to utilize their economic and politi-

cal power.”166
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Single market, percent of price-adjusted per-capita income

GDP change in real terms, EUR billions

Other integration measures incl. transfers,  
percent of price adjusted per-capita income

Figure 3.5
Effects of a reversal of EU integration, base year 2018

Data: IfW. Illustration: Munich Security Conference
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Political and Military Dependence
But Germany is not only highly dependent on the liberal international order 

in an economic sense. Politically and militarily, too, the success of our coun-

try is closely linked to this order. 

It is one of the truisms of European security policy that Europe’s defense de-

pends substantially on the United States.167 This was long perceived as un-

problematic. The White Paper states that Germany “therefore embraces mu-

tual interdependence in the domain of security. This includes functioning 

alliances, partnerships and other types of communities, and particularly 

Germany’s close security partnership with the United States.”168 

Even if the threats today are different from those of the Cold War, European 

defense is based explicitly or implicitly on the assumption that it would be 

underpinned by American reinforcements in the event of a crisis. Given the 

developments of the past few years, however, it would be negligent not to 

consider the scenario of a US withdrawal from NATO.169 As unlikely as the 

scenario may still be, the potential consequences are severe.170 

For without the United States, the Europeans would hardly be able to defend 

themselves. According to a study by DGAP and IISS, the European Union is 

already having major problems in living up to its own level of ambition in 

crisis management and can actually only independently and permanently 

take on operations at the lower end of the mission spectrum.171 According to 

the authors, the prospects that this will change in the next decade are not 

very rosy based on the governments’ current plans.172 The outlook for collec-

tive defense, the domain of NATO, is even bleaker. If the Europeans were left 

to their own devices, they would face massive capability gaps. Some of these 

gaps could be closed comparatively easily, albeit at great cost. If the United 

States were to leave NATO, the European NATO members would have to 

spend between 288 and 357 billion US dollars in order to have at their dispos-

al armed forces that would be able to prevail in a limited regional war 

against a peer competitor. And even if these resources were made available, 

it would take up to two decades to reach this level of capability.173  Especially 

in the area of intelligence, it would be almost impossible to replace the es-

sential US capabilities upon which Europeans currently rely:174 “Without this 

access, European states would be blind, mute, and deaf. If they were at-

tacked, they would have to defend themselves in a largely uncoordinated 

way and face heavy losses.”175

“Part of our self-critical 
approach must be to  
acknowledge that we 
Europeans have, for too 
long, closed our eyes to 
the uncomfortable reality 
that a US withdrawal 
from military commit-
ment and international 
treaties means for us in 
particular.” 199  

Foreign Minister  
Heiko Maas,  
Munich Security Conference, 
February 14, 2020
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In this respect, the German nonchalance in dealing with the debate on 

transatlantic burden-sharing should be a source of bewilderment, since it 

leaves the impression that many decision-makers are still unaware of the  

seriousness of the situation. For some time now, foreign policy experts have 

been warning that a refusal to make additional efforts would ultimately 

 endanger Germany’s security because it could prompt the United States to 

reconsider its NATO commitments.176 President Trump’s decision to with-

draw a third of US troops from Germany out of frustration over Germany’s 

refusal to spend more on defense may have been a first step. The fact that 

this decision, in the opinion of almost all experts, also runs counter to Amer-

ican interests177 does not matter. 

After all, an increase in German defense spending is not a favor that Berlin 

would do the incumbent US president but an investment in its own security 

and that of its allies. Even under a different US president, there would still be 

an expectation that Germany should fulfill its obligations within NATO and 

do significantly more for NATO’s collective defense. 

DEPENDENCIES

Data: Defense Manpower Data Center, US Department of Defense.  
Illustration: Munich Security Conference
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In view of Germany’s and Europe’s security policy dependence on the Unit-

ed States, the nonchalance that is commonly evident in the debate on the 

two-percent target, the withdrawal of some of the US troops stationed in 

Germany, or burden-sharing in the area of nuclear sharing is a real security 

policy risk. 

For however much the United States may need cooperation with Europe – 

Europe is and will remain much more dependent on the United States for 

 security policy than the other way around. This applies more so to Germany 

and many smaller European states than to the nuclear powers of France and 

the United Kingdom: “For Germany, the continued conventional and nuclear 

protection provided by the United States is existential and indispensable in 

view of the ever more dynamic change ongoing in the world,” says a new 

 position paper by the CDU/CSU parliamentary party leadership in the 

 German Bundestag.178 And Foreign Minister Maas also made it very clear  

in one of his more recent speeches: “The decoupling of European and 

 American security would be highly dangerous for all of us in Europe, and 

particularly for us in Germany.”179 

In a way, the German debate in this respect is reminiscent of a metaphor 

coined by US Supreme Court Justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg in a different con-

text: To renounce something that has worked for a long time and still works 

is like throwing away your umbrella in a rainstorm because you are not get-

ting wet.180 In principle, the British historian Michael Howard already sum-

marized the problem in 1982. The Europeans, he said, had gotten so accus-

tomed over decades to the fact that deterrence would be taken care of 

elsewhere that we “now assume that the dangers against which we once de-

manded reassurance only now exist in the fevered imagination of our 

protectors.”181 

Even if we assume that Europe itself was able to provide its own defense in 

the medium term: Without the US security guarantee, Germany would be 

forced to spend a far greater share of its gross domestic product on defense.182 

In retrospect, the German debate on the two-percent target would seem 

quite absurd.183 In terms of security policy, the transatlantic relationship 

 remains Plan A for the Federal Republic of Germany. For the foreseeable 

 future, there is no realistic Plan B either. But Germany will not get around 

developing a Plan B together with its European partners – but doing so with-

out simultaneously making Plan A less likely.184 The Europeans must there-

“If the governing coalition 
in Berlin breaks free for  
a moment from its 
 party-political games,  
it will find that meeting 
the 2 percent target –  
as absurdly high and  
arbitrary as this sum is – 
will cost less than the 
destruction of NATO 
would cause. No one in 
Germany will be able to 
pay this political price, 
especially not with a few 
percentage points of 
gross domestic product.”

Stefan Kornelius,  
Internationale Politik,  
July–August 2018200
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“For what is Germany’s 
national interest today, 
30 years after the most 
important constitutional 
goal – reunification – 
 became reality?  […] 
 Europe is not something 
that is merely nice to 
have or important when 
other partnerships wilt. 
No, it is our strongest, 
our most fundamental 
 national interest. Today 
and tomorrow, Europe is 
the indispensable frame-
work for us to assert our-
selves in the world.”201 

Federal President 
Frank-Walter Steinmeier, 
Munich Security Conference, 
February 14, 2020

fore “take a two-pronged approach and try, on the one hand, to save transat-

lantic relations and, on the other, to get Europe to stand on its own feet at 

the same time.”185 

“We want to remain transatlantic – while also becoming more European,” 

announced Ursula von der Leyen, then minister of defense, in this regard at 

the Munich Security Conference in 2018.186 The question is therefore not so 

much whether European defense should occur within the framework of 

NATO or the EU in the future.187 In both cases, Europeans will have to invest 

more in their own capabilities. Ideally, this would become the basis for a new 

“transatlantic bargain” that would secure the long-term commitment of the 

United States.188 In the worst case scenario of a security policy “decoupling,” 

it would be an investment in European capabilities that would then be even 

more important than before. In any case, it is essential to move forward 

 together with European partners in order to create “more European, more 

connected and more capable” armed forces that can be deployed under the 

auspices of the EU and NATO.189  

Most people in the German political sphere have internalized the idea that 

an effective capacity to act can no longer be guaranteed at the level of the 

 nation state. Without a European Union that is capable of acting, German 

foreign and security policy will also have very limited capacity to act. 

 “Europe,” said Chancellor Merkel in her speech to the European Parliament 

at the start of Germany’s EU presidency, “does not deprive us of any options. 

In a globalized world, it is Europe that gives us our options in the first place! 

We will be able to preserve our beliefs and our freedoms with Europe – and 

not without it.”190 

A collapse of the European Union would therefore not only be an economic 

catastrophe for Germany but also a political one.191 Today, German foreign 

policy only has global influence if it speaks in unison with its partners in the 

EU. For a long time, it has succeeded in doing so in trade policy – here the 

European Union is an undisputed superpower. The internal market, “associ-

ated with the major integrated European policies, competition, and interna-

tional trade,” writes Clément Beaune, French secretary of state for Europe, 

“is a lever of internal strength and external power.”192 In other policy areas, 

Europe is not in the same position to exert power.  But Europe must become 

more self-confident and formidable in these areas, too, if it does not want to 

become the “plaything of third parties.” “The goal is European sovereignty,” 

DEPENDENCIES
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was how Foreign Minister Maas put it.193 Others speak of “strategic autonomy,” 

defined in a study by the German Institute for International and Security 

 Affairs as “the ability to set priorities and make decisions in matters of for-

eign policy and security, together with the institutional, political and mate-

rial wherewithal to carry these through – in cooperation with third parties, 

or if need be alone.”194 

In the end, Germany is and remains dependent on a European Union that 

is capable of acting: “Without a strong Europe – a Europe that is united, 

prosperous, and capable of taking collective action in the world – German 

prosperity, German security, and Germany’s ability to influence the course 

of global events will decline.”195
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With the erosion of the liberal international order, the 
“German business model” as a trading state and civilian 
power is also being called into question. 

The global economy is increasingly shaped by geopo-
litical considerations. For Germany as a trading state 
that is uniquely interconnected across the globe, the 
new era of great-power competition is also an econom-
ic challenge. Unable to escape this development, it will 
have to make tough decisions.

The withdrawal of the United States from its role as a 
“benevolent hegemon” and as guarantor of the pax 
Americana raises fundamental questions for Germany, 
whose security is, to this day, ultimately dependent on 
the American security guarantee. Germany will have to 
do far more than it has done in the past to secure Eu-
ropean defense together with its partners. 

The Zeitenwende is bringing Germany’s economic and 
security policy dependencies to the fore – it is high 
time that we adapt and bring Germany’s weight to bear 
in order to make progress on the path to “European 
sovereignty.” 
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A View from China:   
A Mediating Power

Germany’s profile has risen immeasurably in the three decades since unifi-

cation, becoming the EU’s driving force and an economic and technological 

powerhouse. Over this time, the Sino-German relationship has become ever 

deeper and more multifaceted, with economics at the core. China is Germa-

ny’s largest trading partner and German companies have played a major role 

in China’s industrial development. The two sides may not always see eye to 

eye, but fundamentally, China and Germany share the same deep commit-

ments to an open, rules-based economy and effective global institutions to 

deal with threats such as climate change and the unprecedented health and 

economic crisis we are living through. 

Some wonder if Germany’s influence will wane with the coming end of the 

Merkel era. From China’s perspective, and I suspect for many around the 

world, I would like to see just the opposite. Like the EU, for all its economic 

and cultural prowess, there is a sense that, politically, Berlin has sometimes 

punched below its weight on the global stage. As we enter a more uncertain 

multipolar age, I for one would welcome Germany to be a more self-assured, 

proactive geopolitical player, continuing the pragmatism that has been a 

hallmark of Merkel’s foreign policy, but also be willing to diversify its foreign 

relations and step into a more prominent international mediating role of the 

type Germany has proved adept at regionally. The country’s convening pow-

er is evident in the continued growth and evolution of fora such as the Mu-

nich Security Conference and there is scope to extend this reach further. 

Germany’s ability and willingness to mediate is all the more crucial at a time 

when we see an emerging dynamic that threatens to cleave the world into 

competing hemispheres. China has no desire to become entangled in a pro-

longed bipolar struggle with the US, and fully supports a stronger EU that 

can work with China to reinvigorate multilateralism and play a stabilizing 

role as part of a China-EU-US trilateral mechanism. Given its central role in 

the EU, as well as deep ties with both the US and China, perhaps no country 

is better placed is than Germany to play this mediating role. 

Over 30 years since reunification, Germany has benefitted greatly from 

deepening trade ties with China while largely staying hewn to Washington 

Huiyao Wang
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strategically. In the three decades to come, navigating and balancing the tri-

angle with Beijing and Washington might mean moving out of this comfort 

zone and being willing to galvanize the EU to play a larger role in bridging 

between the transpacific powers. That will be no easy task. But no country is 

more aware of the harm done when we allow the world to be divided by ide-

ology and mistrust. As we move into the post-pandemic era, Germany has a 

historic opportunity to help chart a different course for the world.

Wang Huiyao is the Founder and President oof the Center for China and Globalization (CCG) 
and a Counsellor of the China State Council.

A View from Estonia:  
Primus inter pares

Even before the fall of the Wall and the later re-establishment of the inde-

pendence of the Baltic States, the attitude of the German government toward 

the three countries varied from exasperation at their persistence to annoy-

ance that these small countries were an impediment to German-Soviet, later 

German-Russian relations, foreign and economic. Thirty-one years ago, an 

official of the Bundesnachrichtendienst sought me out at Radio Free Europe 

and yelled at me to tell the Balts to stop their move toward independence. 

Ten years later (as foreign minister of Estonia) I was repeatedly told by senior 

German officials that my country’s membership in NATO and the EU “was 

not in the German national interest.” The attitude of the Ost-Ausschuss rep-

resenting German business interests in Russia was even harsher.

This attitude of annoyance, bordering on antagonism at the three countries 

at their insistence at restoration of statehood and later joining the transat-

lantic West persisted throughout the Kohl era, remained unchanged in the 

Schröder era and only began to mellow under the chancellorship of Angela 

Merkel. 

From the Baltic perspective there has always been a hope that Germany 

would take a more “realistic” and a less strictly self-interested approach to 

EU foreign and security policy. Acknowledged or not, Germany is the lead-

ing member state in the EU. As such, it would be expected to recognize that 

GUEST CONTRIBUTIONS
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its primus inter pares position confers a responsibility to consider the broad-

er interests of the Union and NATO without retreating turtle-like whenever 

its economic interests might be at stake. 

While Germany often ”does the right thing,” promoting a broader pan-Euro-

pean position, be it the 2009 debt crisis and later with the refugee and 

Covid-19 crises, it all too often appears blind when it comes to Russian be-

havior toward its neighbors. Be it vetoing the membership action plan to 

Ukraine and Georgia in 2008; its quod licet Iovi, non licet bovi persistence 

pushing Nordstream 1 and 2 – to the point of disregarding EU law – its blin-

kered view of Russia is the primary impediment for the “Zwischenländer”  

to Germany’s East from accepting German leadership in EU foreign policy.

Germany does seem to be shifting slightly: the Luftwaffe has been deployed 

for a longer stint for NATO air-policing in the Baltic States; Germany did 

bring Alexei Navalny for treatment after his poisoning in Russia. Hope, espe-

cially in the Baltic States, springs eternal.

Toomas Hendrik Ilves is former President of the Republic of Estonia, a Distinguished Visiting  
Fellow at the Hoover Institution, Stanford University, and a member of the MSC Advisory Council.
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Instrumental  
Reasoning

What instruments has Germany used in recent  

years to act “earlier, more decisively, and more  

substantially”? How have German investments  

in the foreign policy toolbox developed? Where  

are the greatest deficits?

Investments

4
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Instrumental Reasoning
In its foreign and security policy, Germany has pursued “a comprehensive 

approach that can make a timely and substantial contribution to the mobili-

zation of appropriate foreign, development and security policy instru-

ments.”202 The “Munich consensus” of 2014 was accompanied by the political 

demand to expand and strengthen the foreign policy “toolbox.”203 Those who 

wanted to act “earlier, more decisively, and substantially” must also “sharp-

en their instruments and develop new tools,” wrote the then foreign minis-

ter, Frank-Walter Steinmeier, in February 2015. This also includes asking 

“whether and when the use of military means may be necessary to secure 

political solutions.”204 For even though German politicians repeatedly and 

correctly insist that the debate should not be reduced to the issue of military 

means, it should not be limited to civilian means either if one is serious 

about this comprehensive, networked approach: “If you have a big hammer, 

so the saying goes, any problem can easily look like a nail. But perhaps it is 

also true that the person who only wants to buy a screwdriver likes to over-

look the nails among the problems, and that sometimes it is important to 

have a working hammer after all.”205

A well-stocked and well-maintained foreign policy toolbox costs money. The 

German government has emphasized that Germany has made important 

course adjustments since 2014. In particular, it points out that, in recent 

years, Germany has provided considerable additional funds for foreign, de-

velopment, and defense policy initiatives and has become more active in all 

these areas. 

Diplomacy
German officials quite rightly point out that taking responsibility for inter-

national leadership does not only involve making a military contribution but 

also includes diplomatic initiatives, contributions to peace missions, sup-

port for international organizations, and the willingness to accept refugees 

from war zones. From this point of view, it is argued, Germany’s balance 

sheet looks much more positive than the all-too-sweeping criticism of Ger-

man restraint will give it credit for.206

In the White Paper of 2016, the German government stated: “Our focus is 

therefore on preventive measures.”207 In this context, a central concern of 

German foreign policy is “to defuse crises in a timely manner, to counter 

them through compromise, mediation, prevention, before the only option 

“The military instrument 
is indispensable for our 
security but is neither 
the first choice nor the 
most likely to deliver 
success when it comes 
to the diplomatic and 
political capability to act.”

Federal President 
Frank-Walter Steinmeier, 
Munich Security Conference, 
February 14, 2020.305

Tobias Bunde and  
Laura Hartmann
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left is damage control.”208 One result of the Review process at the Federal 

Foreign Office was therefore the creation of a new department dealing with 

“Humanitarian Assistance, Crisis Prevention, Stabilization, and Post-Con-

flict Reconstruction.” It is in this area that the Federal Foreign Office has 

seen much stronger commitment and impressive funding increases in re-

cent years.

Indeed, the budget for the Federal Foreign Office has almost doubled in the 

last decade – from about three to almost six billion euros. A major part of 

Germany’s increased financial commitment is due to the need to alleviate 

the symptoms of a world in crisis mode. For example, financial aid to provide 

immediate support for refugees or famine have been significantly increased. 

Between 2010 and 2019, the Federal Foreign Office’s contributions to the 

United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) have increased 

more than twelvefold.209 Over the same period, contributions to the World 

Food Program (WFP) have even increased 134 times.210 

INVESTMENTS

26.17

304.87
324.75

119.5

408.67

336.47

3.87

112.41

Data: Federal Foreign Office. Illustration: Munich Security Conference

2010 20172016 20192015 2018

100

300

500

200

400

600

Contribution to UNHCR Contribution to WFP

509.93 499.18

592.79

519.94

Figure 4.1
Germany’s financial contributions to UNHCR and WFP,  
2010–2019, EUR millions



77

ZEITENWENDE |  WENDEZEITEN

The same applies to spending on humanitarian aid, which has been 

 massively increased over the past decade in the face of numerous crises. 

As the world’s fourth largest economy, Germany is naturally one of the most 

important donors to international organizations and a central pillar of insti-

tutionalized multilateralism. After the United States, China, and Japan, Ger-

many is the fourth largest contributor to the regular budget of the United 

Nations. Taking voluntary contributions – for example, to individual pro-

grams – into account, Germany is “one of the three largest funders of the 

United Nations.”211 

Germany is also one of the main donors to other important organizations. 

Germany’s contribution to the Organization for Security and Cooperation  

in Europe (OSCE) more than doubled between 2010 and 2020 – from  

17.2 million euros to 40.7 million euros.212 And while NATO focuses primarily 

on national defense expenditures, Germany decided last year to significant-

ly increase its own share of NATO’s general budget. In future, Germany will 

increase its contribution to NATO’s budget by about 33 million euros per 

year or about 10 percent (313 million euros in 2019) and will thus pay the 

same share (16.35 percent) as the United States.213 

Data: Federal Foreign Office. Illustration: Munich Security Conference
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In addition, together with France, Germany has launched the Alliance for 

Multilateralism. The Federal Foreign Office regards it as an example of a pro-

active, multilaterally oriented policy in response to a new state of affairs, 

where the United States is withdrawing from its leadership role in multilat-

eral organizations while China is endeavoring to reshape them in its favor or 

to establish alternatives.214 

Yet, the additional financial resources that the Federal Foreign Office itself 

distributes can only be effective if there is also enough qualified personnel 

available to invest these resources wisely. The most important resource for 

German foreign policy remains, without question, German diplomats. The 

Foreign Service continues to enjoy an excellent reputation at home and 

abroad: “Germany’s diplomatic apparatus is one of the most professional 

and successful in the world.”215 

But for years, the question remained whether the Federal Foreign Office has 

sufficient personnel to fulfill its political ambitions. In contrast to the for-

eign ministries of other countries, the German Foreign Service is quite  

modestly equipped in terms of personnel, as a comparative study states.216  

In a Bundestag debate in 2018 on increasing financing, the deputy chairman 

of the FDP parliamentary group and former diplomat Alexander Graf 

Lambsdorff, too, reiterated the great importance of diplomacy in times  

of  crisis in the multilateral global order and warned: “The Foreign Office is   

on its last legs.”217 

Thus, the doubling of its budget was only matched by a nine percent in-

crease in permanent posts over the same period.218 At the same time, the 

Federal Foreign Office barely has the personnel pool it is required to main-

tain: “Many divisions and embassies are simply understaffed for the work 

they should actually be doing.”219 Unfortunately, this is particularly true of 

embassies in strategically important regions “where Germany’s interests in 

stabilization are greatest – for example, in Mali or Iraq.”220 The problem that 

not enough German diplomats can be deployed at hotspots for German for-

eign and security policy was already apparent in Afghanistan a decade 

ago.221 

INVESTMENTS
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Development Cooperation
Germany has likewise set itself ambitious goals in the field of development 

cooperation in order to meet its international responsibilities.222 However, to 

combat the structural causes of underdevelopment in the long term, addi-

tional funds are also needed: “Development for peace and security does not 

come for free. We must invest significantly more into addressing civil con-

flict, preventing crises, and promoting peace.”223  

Based on the 1972 United Nations agreement, Germany has committed itself 

to the goal of spending 0.7% of gross national income (GNI) on development 

cooperation.224 For decades, however, German policy clearly failed to meet 

this target.225 The German ODA ratio fell well short of 0.5 percent of GNI.226 

USD billion, base year 2018Share of GNI

Data: OECD. Illustration: Munich Security Conference.

Figure 4.3
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The year 2016 was an exception, as domestic expenditures to deal with the 

refugee crisis were counted towards the ODA criteria and pushed Germany 

over the 0.7 percent mark for once.227 Yet, despite an agreement to the 

 contrary in the coalition agreement, which stipulated a significant increase 

towards the 0.7 percent target,228 German ODA spending is expected to con-

tinue to decline until the end of the 2021 legislative period. 

An analysis from 2019 – well before the enormous additional burden on  

the budget caused by the Covid-19 pandemic – assumes that, according to 

 medium-term financial planning, a total of 5.7 billion euros will be needed 

in 2020 and 2021 to reach the 0.7 percent target, and more than twice as 

much (12.6 billion euros) even if expenditure on refugees within Germany  

is not taken into account.229 

Even so, Germany is in an average position compared to other industrialized 

countries. While the Scandinavian countries and Luxembourg meet or 

 exceed the target,230 many Western countries are far behind. For instance, 

the United States is the most important donor in absolute terms231 but spends 

relatively little on development in relation to its gross national income.232 

Due to its global consequences for stability and security, climate change has 

become increasingly important for German politics in recent years. It has 

become a new overarching task: “In future, climate change must be taken 

into account in all areas of our foreign relations. These range from EU policy 

to trade and economic issues, the multilateral work done in the UN and the 

dialogue with affected partners.”233 At the EU level, Germany is calling for a 

horizontal “climate target” of at least 25 percent in the negotiations on the 

Multiannual Financial Framework 2021-27 – that is, “25 percent of the total 

EU budget should be climate-related investments and support the Green 

Deal.”234 Within the UN framework, the Paris Agreement and climate change 

are to be taken into account as cross-cutting issues with German support.235 

In addition to this work within multilateral institutions, Germany, together 

with the other industrialized countries, pledged in 2009 to make available 

100 billion US dollars annually from public and private funds for climate 

protection and adaptation measures in developing countries from 2020 on-

wards.236 The Paris Agreement further expanded this goal: It envisages a fi-

nancing target exceeding the 100 billion US dollar mark to be set before 

2025.237 As part of this promise, the Chancellor announced at this year’s Pe-

“There is 1,800 billion 
dollars worldwide for ar-
maments and military 
expenditure as opposed 
to 170 billion dollars for 
humanitarian expendi-
tures and development 
cooperation. This is bla-
tantly out of proportion 
and in no way does jus-
tice to the tasks of peace 
and development coop-
eration. The implemen-
tation of the 0.7 percent 
target for development 
cooperation is more im-
portant today than ever 
before.”306 

Development Minister  
Gerd Müller,  
Umdenken.  
Überlebensfragen  
der Menschheit, 2020
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tersberg Climate Dialogue that she would set aside “four billion euros for in-

ternational climate financing” in 2020.238 

But despite impressive leaps in a short space of time — since 2005, when 

German climate financing  totaled 471 million euros, the amount has  

increased almost tenfold239 — even around four billion euros amounts to 

only about ten percent of defense spending and just under half of what 

many observers believe Germany should shoulder based on its economic 

performance.240 

However, this also applies to many other countries — according to many do-

nor states, the billions of euros needed will primarily be raised through the 

increased commitment of private financing.241 Even if this approach ab-

solves the state of responsibility to a certain extent, the potential of such ini-

tiatives should not be underestimated: If the low-interest loans provided by 

the KfW Development Bank and the German Investment Corporation (DEG) 

are included in the equation, German climate financing for 2017 would in-

crease, from 3.65 billion euros of government budget funding to a total of 6.7 

billion euros, putting Germany in a leading position in the EU.242 

Defense 
The field of defense policy – and thus the Bundeswehr as “an important 

 instrument of our security and defense policy”243 – is generally regarded as 

the area of German foreign policy in which Germany has the most catching 

up to do. Since 2014, Germany has significantly intensified its commitment 

in the field of defense policy. Undoubtedly, many arguments support the no-

tion that the “Munich consensus” has also found its expression in this area. 

In NATO, following the Wales Summit, Germany not only took on a leader-

ship role in the first test round for the so-called Spearhead Force, the Very 

High Readiness Joint Task Force (VJTF). A few years later it was also the 

only continental European member state to assume command responsibili-

ty for one of the four multinational battalions stationed in Estonia, Latvia, 

Lithuania, and Poland as part of the enhanced Forward Presence (eFP).244 
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The German government also pushed ahead with the implementation of the 

Framework Nations Concept in NATO, which was conceived in Berlin for 

multinational capability building.245 In terms of capabilities and commit-

ments, the German government argued, Germany was thus a key player 

within NATO. In contrast to many other member states, it said, Germany 

was gearing its planning entirely towards NATO’s needs and making its ca-

pabilities available in a reliable manner.246  

Even with regard to the “third C,” as NATO speak puts it, namely “cash,” it 

could be argued that the German government has been serious in its an-

nouncement to take on “more responsibility.” According to data from the 

Stockholm International Peace Research Institute (SIPRI), the country has 

increased its defense spending significantly more than the NATO average. In 

2019, the defense budget increased by 10 percent compared to the previous 

year, which was the largest increase among the fifteen countries with the 

largest defense budgets.247 The German government has repeatedly empha-

sized that greater increases would be impossible because one would hardly 

INVESTMENTS
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be able to spend the money. As Chancellor Merkel put it at the MSC 2019: “Of 

course, we must also ask ourselves what we’re doing with this money.”248 

Within the EU, Germany has also sought to provide impetus and has con-

tributed significantly to the development of the Common Foreign and Secu-

rity Policy (CFSP). Berlin supported the Permanent Structured Cooperation 

(PESCO) for the defense sector, which the Lisbon Treaty established as a 

*Year-on-year variation.  
Accession of Albania and  
Croatia from 2009, Montenegro 
from 2017.

Figure 4.5
Trends in Germany’s military spending compared to the NATO  
average, 2005–2019, percent*

Data: Stockholm International Peace Research Institute. Illustration: Munich Security Conference
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 possibility, the Coordinated Annual Review on Defence (CARD), and the 

 European Defense Fund, which is intended to form the basis for the develop-

ment of a European Defense Union with a “European army.”249 

Furthermore, the Bundeswehr is present in many parts of the world. Howev-

er critically Germany’s partners sometimes view its commitment, Germany 

cannot be accused of rashly withdrawing from a mission once it has decided 

to participate. Since the 1990s, the Bundeswehr has been continuously en-

gaged in peacekeeping in the Balkans. Even today there are still Bundeswehr 

soldiers in Kosovo. And in Bosnia-Herzegovina and Croatia alone, a total  

of around 63,500 Bundeswehr soldiers have been deployed under NATO 

command to secure peace since 1996.250 In contrast to many other NATO 

members, Germany remains present in Afghanistan and even still main-

tains a relatively large troop presence. Even after the end of the ISAF man-

date, Germany is still the second largest provider of troops in Operation Res-

olute Support after the United States, with up to 1,300 soldiers. 

In recent years, the Bundeswehr has also expanded its involvement in Africa 

and the Middle East. This applies particularly to Mali, where, since 2013, the 

Bundeswehr has been supporting the UN Stabilization Mission MINUSMA 

with troop numbers that were increased up to a new limit of 1,100 soldiers  

in 2016;251 it is also supporting the EU Training Mission (EUTM) there with  

350 soldiers.252 Germany is also participating in the coalition against the so-

called Islamic State (IS). When, in 2015, the IS threatened to overrun the last 

redoubts of the Peshmerga in Iraq, Berlin even managed to deliver weapons 

to a war zone to allow the endangered minority to defend itself. In 2019, the 

Bundeswehr’s mission-related additional expenditures due to international 

missions amounted to almost one billion euros (964.9 million).253 
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Despite this increased commitment, the accusation that Germany is a secu-

rity policy free-rider remains. At the heart of the debate is how to deal with 

NATO’s two-percent target, according to which members are required to 

spend at least two percent of their gross domestic product on defense. It is 

true that this target originated during the enlargement debate about two de-

cades ago, when the aim was to prevent the new member states from falling 

below the two-percent mark after their accession. However, it only came to 

public attention as part of the response to the annexation of Crimea by Rus-

sia and the ongoing fighting in Ukraine in the summit declaration at the 

2014 NATO summit in Wales. In this declaration, the NATO allies agreed 

that, first, all countries that already met the NATO target of devoting at least 

Figure 4.6
Selected international deployments of the German army, 2019

Data: Federal Ministry of Defense. Illustration: Munich Security Conference
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Counter Daesh/ 
Capacity Building Iraq
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EUNAVFOR Med  
Op Sophia
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EUTM Mali 30.1 173 85

EU NAVFOR Somalia 
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25.2 59 75

UNIFIL 25.0 125 69

KFOR 12.4 72 90

UNMISS 0.7 13 148

Sea Guardian 0.5 26 7

UNAMID 0.2 3 119

MINURSO 0.1 3 145
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two percent of GDP to defense and at least 20 percent thereof to investment 

would continue to do so. Second, all others, rather than continue to cut de-

fense spending, were to increase real defense spending in line with GDP 

growth and “aim to move towards the two-percent guideline within a decade 

with a view to meeting their NATO Capability Targets and filling NATO’s ca-

pability shortfalls.”254

Members of the German government have since repeatedly reaffirmed their 

commitment to this target — in joint statements of the NATO states or in 

their own speeches and commentaries. At the same time, however, the 

two-percent target has been publicly questioned again and again in the Ger-

man debate. This discussion about “two percent,” which, according to Stefan 

Kornelius, has long been “a cipher, a code word for an almost endless chain 

of arguments, counter-arguments, and political fantasies,”255 begins by 

pointing out that the share of the gross domestic product is meaningless. If 

GDP declines, it becomes easier to hit that target without having increased 

the defense contribution at all. To this point, Greece is often cited as an ex-

ample because, due to its economic crash, on paper, it could have been con-

sidered a model NATO member.256 This argument was also adopted by Chan-

cellor Merkel: “If we all fall into recession and have no economic growth, 

then defense spending will be easier.”257 The fact that the two-percent target 

is not an adequate yardstick for a country’s defense contribution is undis-

puted, even among advocates of increasing defense spending. However, 

within the debate on German defense spending, it is often unclear why these 

observations, which in themselves are accurate, should be an argument 

against a significant increase in defense spending. 

Quite rightly, some stress that it is not sensible to use abstract numbers; one 

should instead focus on what is deemed necessary based on strategic analy-

sis. This is also completely correct, but it suggests that there has not been 

any strategic analysis so far and that, as a consequence, additional expendi-

ture for the Bundeswehr is not “demand-oriented” but is driven solely by the 

artificial two-percent target. SPD parliamentary party leader Rolf Müt-

zenich, who remarked in the Bundestag that the “supposed” two-percent 

target reminded him of the dance around the golden calf, instead demanded 

one must “talk about the capabilities that we can contribute to NATO and 

strengthen these capabilities”258 – as if this were possible without a signifi-

cant increase in expenditure. 
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Reports by the Parliamentary Commissioner for the Armed Forces, publica-

tions in the media, and defense ministry reports on operational readiness 

have repeatedly revealed the capability gaps that the armed forces have to 

contend with and how regularly important materiel is not available. The 

countless articles on equipment shortages in the Bundeswehr are now a 

genre of defense policy reporting in their own right – and report on oddities 

such as painted broomsticks used to simulate the gun barrel of a combat ve-

hicle, or the fact that, for a long period of time, not one of the six German 

submarines was available for deployment.259 In any case, the state of the 

armed forces is inconsistent with the White Paper’s statement that the 

Bundeswehr is “an important instrument of our security and defense 

policy.”260 

For example, in its latest report on the material operational readiness of the 

Bundeswehr’s main weapon systems, the Federal Ministry of Defense states 

that “no significant turnaround” has yet taken place, even though the mea-

sures taken in recent years regarding individual weapon systems have had 

initial positive effects.261 The greater operational readiness for missions and 

similar obligations, at times literally essential for survival, can often only be 

ensured at the expense of the remaining troops or materiel.262 For example, 

when Germany took on a leadership role in the NATO Spearhead VJTF last 

year, “it had to borrow the required equipment from other army units, where 

it was naturally missing.”263 By the time the Bundeswehr takes over the VJTF 

leadership again in three years, the plan is to have resolved this problem.  

In his reports, the armed forces commissioner also criticizes the fact that 

more than 20,000 posts above the crew level remain unfilled264 and that 

goals – such as the 2031 target of having a fully equipped Bundeswehr – are 

already being deferred because they “evidently do not appear to be fully fea-

sible in terms of either materiel, personnel, or finances.”265 

The issue of procurement also regularly causes headaches. Hence, in his 

 latest report, the Parliamentary Commissioner for the Armed Forces asks: 

“[...] why does it take seven years to upgrade 100 old battle tanks to the latest 

state of the art when at the same time the same industry can build 50 brand 

new battle tanks for another nation in two years?”266 The most recent report 

from the Ministry of Defense on material readiness states that the opera-

tional readiness of the 68 main weapon systems has slightly increased and is 

now at about 70 percent. But the ministry emphasizes: “This figure is not 

satisfactory because of the wide variance among the individual weapon sys-

“In the 1980s, the Bunde-
swehr equipped 1.3 mil-
lion soldiers to be ready 
for mobilisation. At the 
time this had to work. 
The idea was to prevent 
the Third World War by 
tangible strength and 
deterrence. Today, the 
180,000 active service-
women and men can 
only marvel at this.”

Hans-Peter Bartels,  
Annual Report 2019 by the 
Parliamentary Commissioner 
for the Armed Forces,  
January 28, 2020307
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tems. For example, the material operational readiness of brand-new unpro-

tected trucks is over 90 percent, but for helicopters it is under 40 percent.”267 

Some weapon systems, such as the Tiger combat helicopter, the NH90 trans-

port helicopter, or the Puma mechanized infantry combat vehicles are now 

notorious for their low operational readiness. The Puma, in particular, 

writes the Parliamentary Commissioner for the Armed Forces, is “a prime 

example of the force’s difficulties with the apparently now unmanageable 

armament process – unmanageable for armed forces officials and industry 

alike.” Of the 284 mechanized infantry combat vehicles purchased last year, 

only a quarter are said to have been operational.268 

Without eliminating these gaps, Germany will not be able to contribute the 

thoroughly ambitious capabilities to NATO that Berlin has long since prom-

ised. It is therefore a matter of equipment, not militarization, as the German 

government – from Angela Merkel to Annegret Kramp-Karrenbauer and 

Heiko Maas – has repeatedly emphasized.269

In view of the somewhat miserable condition of the German armed forces, 

the statement by then Foreign Minister Sigmar Gabriel, who quipped during 

the election campaign that he would not know where to put all the addition-

al aircraft carriers,270 did not leave a good impression – and not only abroad. 

After all, nobody expects Germany to buy aircraft carriers; all anyone wants 

is an efficient Bundeswehr that can reliably meet its obligations within the 

EU and NATO. 

With the return to territorial defense, Germany is taking on a central role 

within NATO and the defense of Europe. Admittedly, it is not a question of 

returning to the level of the 1980s, when the Bundeswehr with its 215 com-

bat-ready battalions271 was still considered “by far the strongest conventional 

armed force of the West in Europe” and “formed the indispensable backbone 

of defense within NATO.”272 But the Bundeswehr, according to the German 

government’s strategy papers, will have to assume an indispensable role in 

the collective defense of Europe again due to Germany’s central position in 

Europe. To this end, three operational divisions are to be established by 

2032; the NATO Spearhead Force (VJTF) is to be fully equipped as early as 

2023. At the Brussels Summit in 2018, the German government also agreed 

to the NATO “4x30” initiative, which is intended to increase the operational 

capability of existing units of NATO member states — within 30 days, 30 

battalions on land, 30 squadrons in the air, and 30 warships at sea should be 

ready for action.273 

“Everyone knows that the 
Bundeswehr has prob-
lems with its hardware. 
It’s about equipment, not 
militarization.” 

Foreign Minister  
Heiko Maas,  
Interview, Der Tagesspiegel, 
March 9, 2019308



90

This has meant that the Bundeswehr faces enormous efforts, as it is current-

ly still far from meeting these goals. An overview by the International Insti-

tute for Strategic Studies shows the extent to which capabilities have been 

lost, especially in the area of territorial defense, since 1990. 

INVESTMENTS

Data and illustration: The International Institute for Strategic Studies

Figure 4.7
German army combat bataillons, 1990–2020
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Between 1990 and 2020, a range of factors – including shifting threat perceptions and 

mission profiles, economic challenges, and the changing role of conscription – contributed 

to a notable decline of active combat battalions in service with the Bundeswehr. 

    Given that recently the European security environment has deteriorated, defense 

spending is growing again, and NATO has requested investment in heavy forces, the 

German Army is pursuing a plan to generate three combat-capable divisions, with a  

total of eight brigades by 2032. 

    While detailed planning assumptions in the open-source environment currently only 

cover the period up to 2027 (when a fully equipped division is meant to be available) 

implementation of the 2032 ambition would entail a modest growth of active combat 

battalions compared to current levels.
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In view of the existing capability gaps, the German government’s original 

plan to increase the budget therefore hardly appears excessive. The “4+5+6 

Plan” presented by the Ministry of Defense, which envisaged an increase in 

the defense budget by four billion euros in 2019, by five billion in 2020, and 

by six billion in 2021, was based on concrete models for targeted invest-

ments, which would have meant that Germany would already have reached 

1.5  percent of GDP in 2021.274 Defense Minister Kramp-Karrenbauer therefore 

regularly emphasizes that the efforts are not yet sufficient. This is because, 

although the commitments discussed above provide the framework for the 

Bundeswehr’s planning, they are not fully reflected in existing budget 

drafts. 

In the White Paper of 2016, the German government itself emphasized how 

large the “peace dividend” that Germany benefited from after the end of the 

Cold War was: “After 1990, defense spending as a percentage of Germany’s 

gross domestic product fell by more than half. The widespread feeling that 

threats to German security had diminished combined with economic chal-

lenges following German reunification meant that defense was no longer 

considered a top priority.”275 But the question is whether the conditions allow 

for Germany to continue reaping this dividend. If it takes the threat analyses 

that form the basis for the NATO summit declarations, the European Union 

documents, including the “Global Strategy,” and the White Paper seriously, a 

significant increase in expenditure is essential.

A look at the past also shows that a spending level of two percent or more 

would be far from being a historical anomaly. For decades, the Federal Re-

public of Germany spent well over two percent on defense. In 1978, for exam-

ple, NATO’s heads of government signed the Long Term Defense Program, 

which set a benchmark of three percent of GDP.276 

“Many in Germany have 
recognized that we must 
assume more responsi-
bility — that was the 
message of both the 
Munich consensus and 
the White Paper of the 
federal government.  
This recognition bears a 
promise, however, that 
we have not yet entirely 
fulfilled.” 

Defense Minister Annegret 
Kramp-Karrenbauer,  
Speech at the Bundeswehr 
University Munich,  
November 7, 2019309
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The fact that the German government announced in 2018 that it would 

spend at least 1.5 percent on defense by 2024 did not meet with wild 

 enthusiasm within NATO, but it was accepted. Nobody seriously expected 

the German government to succeed in almost doubling the defense budget 

within ten years. The problems arose when this restrained budget planning 

was also called into question. Shortly before the 70th anniversary of the 

founding of NATO in the spring of 2019, reports began to circulate that the 

draft budget for the next three years would fall short of previous plans, mak-

ing it very difficult to even reach the minimum target of 1.5 percent.  This 

not only led to great resentment in Washington but also among other part-

ners, who complained that Germany’s behavior was endangering both its re-

lations with Washington and also the entire continent.277 Last but not least, it 

jeopardizes the German government’s promises to reliably provide NATO 

with certain capabilities.278 
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Leading members of the German government tried to explain to foreign 

countries that, in recent years, expenditures have always been higher than 

the figures in the first draft budget. On the occasion of NATO’s 70th birthday 

celebrations in April 2019, Foreign Minister Maas pointed out in Washington 

that the German budget process was difficult for outsiders to understand, 

but that the German government had made a firm commitment that it want-

ed to keep.279  The allies have long since had the impression that Germany 

was again distancing itself from the shared target and did not want to meet 

it at all. 

Despite all the efforts that Germany has made in recent years, for many peo-

ple abroad, the impression remains that Germany does not take its solidarity 

with NATO entirely seriously. In the 1990s, the concept of Bündnisfähigkeit 

still played a central role in the debate on German foreign policy. The signifi-

cance of Germany’s decisions for NATO, however, has receded into the back-

ground in today’s debate. This is all the more dramatic because NATO’s ca-

pabilities today depend on what Germany can contribute to NATO even 

more than in the post-reunification period. 

As unsatisfactory as the two-percent goal is, it has become a central symbol 

of alliance solidarity – the same alliance solidarity that the German govern-

ment described in the White Paper of 2016 as “a fundamental principle of 

German governance.”280 This is where the aspirations and reality of German 

multilateralism clearly diverge. “In the past, Germany has always been a vo-

cal advocate of a values- and rules-based world order,” criticizes a new paper 

by the Konrad Adenauer Foundation, “but it has not always been prepared to 

make good on its words with the corresponding deeds. This bears the risk of 

lapsing into foreign policy moralism and therefore urgently needs to be un-

derpinned by appropriate action.“281

Critics also see a discrepancy between the lofty rhetoric and the actual ac-

tions of the German government in the further development of the Common 

European Security and Defense Policy. German politicians, they charge, like 

to talk about visions of a “European army” that is, at best, a long-term goal 

– they speculate about a “European aircraft carrier” or a “European Security 

Council” – but are rather reluctant to implement concrete steps on the way to 

these visions or even stand in the way of more ambitious proposals.  

“You can’t at every turn 
stress the importance of 
multilateralism and keep 
it as the foundation of 
German foreign policy 
and then renege on the 
commitments you’ve 
made to multilateral in-
stitutions like the NATO 
alliance.” 

Julianne Smith,  
The New York Times,  
March 19, 2019310
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Investments That Pay Off:  
Three Percent for International Challenges
If the basic assumption of the report is correct, namely that a phase of ex-

traordinarily peaceful geopolitical conditions is currently coming to an end, 

Germany will not be able to avoid thinking about rebalancing its expendi-

tures in a way that may be more in line with “strategic normality.” If we look 

at German military spending since the founding of the Federal Republic of 

Germany in 1949 and compare spending on international concerns with 

spending on labor, economic, and social affairs, it is immediately apparent 

how much priorities have shifted over the past decades. To be clear: This de-

velopment is a stroke of luck, and nothing would be more desirable than in-

vesting scarce funds primarily towards domestic priorities. The question is 

whether we can assume that Germany’s business model, based on getting a 

liberal world order at a bargain price, so to speak, will still work in the 

future. 

INVESTMENTS
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 But how can a general trend reversal in the financing of the foreign and se-

curity policy toolbox actually be achieved? As has been shown, the area in 

which Germany has the greatest need to catch up is in the military. Military 

spending growth rates are indeed considerable. In view of the massive 

changes in the security policy environment in which Germany finds itself, 

however, they can hardly be considered sufficient. Thus, the question arises 

as to how this largely undisputed statement in the “strategic community” 

can be translated into a lasting strengthening of security policy instruments 

in view of the now toxic debate on the two-percent goal. 

One idea comes from a former minister of defense, Volker Rühe, who in an 

interview suggested that the Bundestag should “pass a Bundeswehr Capabil-

ity Act that defines what the Bundeswehr must be able to do until 2030 and 

finances this.”282 A little later, Johannes Varwick and Jan Techau put this 

idea into concrete terms in an opinion piece, which gave rise to a petition 

that was signed by more than 6,900 people.283 This proposal is intended to 

avoid the problem of releasing strategy documents setting targets over sever-

al legislative periods that cannot be backed up with resources in a “bud-

get-proof” manner. This is because the general budget reservations turn 

“statements on the financing of strategic projects in white papers or security 

strategies into declarations of intent that are binding merely in the political 

sense.”284 Whether it is conceivable or even desirable that the German Bund-

estag should commit itself in a similar way to the parliaments in countries 

such as France or Poland is in any case questionable. Some members of the 

Bundestag are already resisting the two-percent target because they believe 

that if it were implemented without objections it would undermine the par-

liament’s budgetary rights and should therefore only be decided by the 

Bundestag.285 The more promising, albeit laborious, way seems to be through 

consensus-building in the German Bundestag. In any case, trends in public 

opinion suggest that the debate is beginning to shift (Chapter 5). 

The fact that the CDU/CSU and SPD coalition agreement of 2017 already sug-

gests linking the increase in the defense budget and the increase in the bud-

get for development aid shows that it may be easier to think about a compro-

mise formula that strengthens Germany’s spending on international affairs 

in general. For example, an increase in Bundeswehr funding could be com-

bined with an increase in funding in the other areas.  
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The so-called three-percent target, which was introduced into the debate a  

few years ago by Wolfgang Ischinger and supported by Federal President 

 Joachim Gauck and others,286 describes a comprehensive target that not  

only includes the two-percent target but also entails meeting the ODA quota  

of 0.7 percent and increasing spending on diplomacy. This strategy would 

commit Germany to the NATO target but at the same time make it clear  

that the other aspects must not be neglected either.

A commitment to a three-percent target may make it easier for a future coa-

lition to initiate spending increases in all areas, because it encapsulates a 

comprehensive concept of security, which, if we take German political rheto-

ric as a benchmark, is at the core of the foreign policy consensus in Germa-

ny.287 A goal of this kind would underscore a holistic understanding of secu-

rity policy that is not limited to defense spending yet recognizes in 

monetary terms that the military remains an indispensable instrument. 

An expanded target of this kind would also be helpful in the debate with  

our partners, as it would focus attention on various ways of assuming inter-

national responsibility. There are few countries that are actually in the top 

group in all three areas. But exceptions such as the United Kingdom also 

“Germany should invest 
three percent of its GDP 
in peace and order, not 
only to increase defense 
expenditure, but also for 
spending on crisis pre-
vention, diplomacy and 
development coopera-
tion. I think this money 
would be well invested, 
as it would enhance 
both our defense capa-
bility and our credibility.”  

Federal President  
Joachim Gauck,  
Munich Security Conference, 
February 18, 2017.311
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show that a state can be particularly active in both development cooperation 

and defense.288 However, the Covid-19 pandemic and its many economic and 

social implications threaten to intensify the struggle for state resources over 

the next few years, as happened after the 2008 financial crisis. 

Effects of the Coronavirus Pandemic on Budgetary Policy 
It is true that forecasts have improved slightly in recent months. However, 

Germany’s economy is in the most dramatic recession in its postwar 

 history.289 After a decline of 2.2 percent in the first quarter of 2020, German 

gross domestic product “is expected to have shrunk by a further estimated 

11.9 percent in the second quarter.”290 The hoped-for recovery will thus be a 

task for the coming years, not months.

Data: International Monetary Fund. Illustration: Munich Security Conference. 
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Of course, each euro can only be spent once. Political decision-makers will 

mainly be looking “inwards.”291 Already at the beginning of the pandemic, 

SPD parliamentary party leader Rolf Mützenich suggested “pausing and 

thinking about whether it is even still appropriate to accept this hare-

brained arms race, these unbelievably large sums of billions of euros for mil-

itary expenditure.”292 In view of past crises, such as 1929, 1973, and especially 

the financial crisis of 2008, this is hardly surprising: “In an economic down-

turn, states – especially the liberal democratic ones – usually save first on 

the military.”293 In 2008, the axe fell on European defense budgets particu-

larly hard, with cuts of between eight percent (in larger states) and 30 per-

cent (in smaller states),294 which worsened the defense budget imbalance  

in NATO.295 After the last crisis, it was estimated that Europe’s “bonsai 

armies”296 would take almost six years to recover at least partially from the 

cuts. However, a real rethink only began with the Russian aggression against 

Ukraine in 2014.297 In the shadow of the austerity measures of the past de-

cades, modernizing the Bundeswehr has already become the “perennial task 

of our  decade.”298 In recent months, experts therefore warned urgently 

against  repeating the mistake of hasty austerity measures and called for Eu-

ropean defense budgets to be “immunized” against radical cuts in order to 

be  prepared for current and future threats.299 

Similar to defense spending, development aid spending is already under 

constant scrutiny in public debates, even in non-crisis times.300 The more 

 effective use of existing resources was therefore an issue for decision-makers 

even before Covid-19, for example, in the reconception of bilateral develop-

ment cooperation,301 which, in its present form, is to be phased out in about 

one third of the countries.302 Naturally, however, funds for development co-

operation will also be viewed even more critically in the coming years when 

decisions have to be made on where scarce resources are best utilized. 

“We have to remember 
that when NATO allies 
decided to invest more 
in defense, they did so 
because we live in a 
more uncertain, more 
unpredictable world, and 
therefore we need to in-
vest more in defense. 
This has not changed.”  

NATO Secretary General 
Jens Stoltenberg,  
Press Conference, Brussels, 
March 19, 2020.312 

INVESTMENTS
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It will be all the more important that spending on foreign, development, and 

defense policy is not pitted against spending on early childhood education, 

pension subsidies, or other important domestic expenditures. On the one 

hand, there are certainly ways of being more creative on the tax revenue side 

— whether through a kind of stability tax, which would only affect the par-

ticularly wealthy, or also — as Development Minister Gerd Müller suggested 

— the introduction of a digital tax or a transaction tax at the European lev-

el.303 On the other hand, the question arises as to whether a state can actual-

ly do without investments in its security without running the risk of under-

mining the foundations of its prosperity in general.

The international environment in which Germany operates and plans its 

 investments in development, defense, and foreign policy in general has been 

further aggravated by the Covid-19 pandemic. In a context like this, foreign 

and security policy issues must not be forgotten, not least because the 

 decisions already made and those still to be made as part of the pandemic 

response will set the course for the future.304 
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In recent years, Germany has significantly increased  
investment in all areas of foreign, development, and  
defense policy in order to expand and strengthen its 
toolbox. 

A comparison of German expenditure on international 
affairs over time shows, however, that we are still at a 
below-average level in historical terms. This is inconsis-
tent with the current challenges and the worsening 
state of global affairs. 

The area in which Germany has the most catching up 
to do is defense spending. Nevertheless, in line with a 
comprehensive concept of security, a broader target in 
the sense of a three-percent goal – acknowledging  
the role of the military but also assigning other expen-
ditures adequate importance – seems appropriate. 

The effects of the pandemic will in all probability lead 
to a critical review of Germany’s expenditure on foreign, 
development, and defense policy. In view of the changes 
in world affairs, however, the government should not 
look to economize here so as not to endanger the foun-
dations of our security and prosperity.

Key Points
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A View from Australia:  
Stability and Steadfastness

In the last two decades, Germany has become an indispensable power not 

just in Europe, but around the world. 

Germany is now the largest economy in Europe and boasts the second high-

est rate of immigration across the continent. Germany is also the third larg-

est development partner globally and is the third largest donor to the United 

Nations. And the country also has the fourth largest defense budget in all of 

NATO. All this means Germany has a newfound responsibility for also main-

taining the global order and promoting global cooperation.

2021 is likely to be a year of great transitions for Germany. At home, a new 

Chancellor will take office. In Europe, the implementation period of the UK’s 

Brexit will come to an end. And in the United States, we will either see a new 

administration take office or an even more unstable era for America’s allies 

emerge with the re-election of President Trump. On all these fronts, stability 

and steadfastness – which have become the essential and revered hallmarks 

of Germany foreign policy – will become even more important in Europe and 

around the world.

However, alongside the ongoing management of Europe’s internal challeng-

es and the west’s relations with Russia, Germany must now also begin to 

play an even more significant global role with respect to China. 

China is Germany’s largest trading partner by far, and Germany is China’s 

largest trading partner in Europe. Chancellor Merkel has visited China more 

than a dozen times and the political ballast of the relationship runs deeper 

than with any other western nation, with some 80 different dialogue mecha-

nisms existing between the two countries. And Germany will, of course, host 

the next EU-China Summit later this year.

The role for greater German leadership on China will be especially evident in 

the case of a Biden administration, where the need for a cooperative EU-US 

approach to China will be essential for forging progress across the foreign 

policy, security, climate change and human rights agendas. And in the event 

of a Trump re-election, this work will become even more crucial in main-

Kevin Rudd
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Elbridge Colby

taining solidarity among the world’s democracies in their collective engage-

ment with the Middle Kingdom.

This is therefore the key challenge, but also the key opportunity, for German 

foreign policy in the period ahead.

Kevin Rudd was the 26th Prime Minister of Australia and is the President of the Asia Society 
Policy Institute.

A View from the United States:  
Unwilling to Let “the End of  
History” Go

From the US perspective, the era of “the end of history” is over. America is  

internalizing that and increasingly determined to concentrate on great- 

power competition. This will mean focusing its efforts on ensuring China 

does not dominate Asia and ultimately beyond, a demanding objective that 

will shape everything America does, regardless of the party in power. In this 

light, America needs a Germany that shares this concern, and is willing to 

contribute to that effort, particularly in Europe. 

A big part of the problem from the west side of the Atlantic is that, in ways 

that inhibit such alignment, Germany appears unwilling to let “the end of 

history” go. This reluctance leads to an abiding, almost visceral discomfort 

about anything smacking of realpolitik among many Germans. This in turn 

makes it difficult to have candid, frank discussions with them about clear, 

hard-nosed strategic priorities, tradeoffs, and bargaining in light of the 

pressing challenge from a rising China. This is not a European problem for 

Washington: France, for instance, has no problem talking in these terms. 

German leaders, meanwhile, dwell on purported crises of multilateralism, 

the rules-based international order, and shared values across the Atlantic. 

These are the challenges a country fixates on if it is trying desperately to 

hold on to an international order that seemed to prevail in the 1990s, an  

order that was uniquely favorable to Germany. But this international order 

GUEST CONTRIBUTIONS
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has now passed and refusing to adapt to the more chastened, “realpolitik” 

world of the 2020s will make Germany’s foreign policies increasingly discor-

dant with reality and what its allies expect. 

This wouldn’t be such a problem if Germany were a small or unimportant 

country. But it’s not; it’s the most powerful and wealthiest country in Eu-

rope. Germany’s discomfort with refusing to give up the “end of history” in  

a more realpolitik world thus can lead to strange results. Take China: Some  

argue that continued deepening German engagement in trade, telecom, and 

political links with China perhaps will help liberalize it; to America and  

increasingly others, this looks like obtuseness at best, and self-dealing at 

worst. Or defense: To many Germans, low defense spending seems practical 

and even perhaps model behavior, especially in light of Germany’s history; 

to America and many others, it looks like free-riding and sloughing off the 

responsibilities of NATO membership, from which Germany has benefited 

more than anyone.

Both sides would be better off and able to align our efforts with a Germany 

that could let the “end of history” go. Europe and America surely do not 

want a machtpolitik Germany, but they would be better off with a more  

candidly realpolitik one.

Elbridge Colby is a Principal at The Marathon Initiative and served as Deputy Assistant  
Secretary of Defense for Strategy and Force Development (2017-2018), during which he served 
as lead official in development of the 2018 National Defense Strategy.
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Folk Wisdom

What is actually preventing Germany from reaching 

a “Munich consensus of action”? Would the public 

really not accept a more active foreign and security 

policy? Or does the problem perhaps lie elsewhere? 

What is the current state of the strategic debate in 

Germany?

Public Opinion

5
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Folk Wisdom
Why is it that Germany, even in the opinion of many decision-makers, has 

fallen short of some of the promises of the “Munich consensus” and is strug-

gling to adapt to a changed world? One of the standard arguments frequently 

cited in political circles in Berlin is that the public cannot be convinced of a 

more active foreign and security policy. They remain “skeptical or even hos-

tile toward a more active security policy.”313 In the interviews conducted with 

Germany’s top foreign policy personnel for this report, interviewees also 

regularly pointed out that an increase in defense spending or even Bunde-

swehr participation in more robust missions was difficult to sell. “In the po-

litical class,” as the defense and foreign affairs journalist Christoph von Mar-

schall sums it up, “the idea seemingly prevails that the people cannot be 

expected to accept their insights; that out there among the people, a pacifist 

mood dominates, which makes it politically risky to expose oneself by advo-

cating a foreign policy that other EU partners take for granted.”314

However, leading foreign policy-makers do not see the German elites as en-

tirely free of blame for the current state of affairs. The fear of taking all too 

great risks, which is particularly pronounced in German politics, does have a 

certain basis in the population. But the foreign policy establishment has 

succumbed to a kind of “self-hypnosis,” according to which policy-makers 

constantly tell themselves that foreign and security policy is simply “an ex-

hausting and difficult topic to sell.”315 

This belief that foreign policy topics are difficult to communicate or do not 

interest anyone, however, does not line up with the results of the survey on 

the German population’s foreign and security policy attitudes that was con-

ducted by the forsa Institute for Social Research and Statistical Analysis on 

behalf of the Munich Security Conference in August of this year. According 

to our survey, a clear majority of German citizens, namely 64 percent, are 

very strongly (16 percent) or strongly (48 percent) interested in foreign and 

security policy. This interest on the part of the population is also reflected in 

forsa’s weekly issue check, in which the respondents can openly name the 

issues that particularly interest them in the daily media coverage: For exam-

ple, events such as Brexit, the US presidential election, or developments in 

other European and non-European countries attracted a great deal of inter-

est and were sometimes among the most highly perceived topics in 

reporting.316 

Tobias Bunde and  
Julia Hammelehle

“For foreign policy should 
not be a matter reserved 
for specialists or for the 
elite – and security policy 
definitely should not be. 
Basic existential issues 
should be a matter for 
reflection in the heart of 
society. Matters that af-
fect everyone should be 
discussed by everyone.”409 

Federal President  
Joachim Gauck,  
Munich Security Conference, 
January 31, 2014
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On behalf of the Munich Security Conference, forsa Politik- und Sozial-

forschung GmbH conducted a representative survey among the general 

population in Germany for this report. In the course of the survey, a 

 total of 1,002 citizens who were eligible to vote in Germany, selected  

by way of systematic random sampling, were interviewed. The survey 

was conducted from August 3 to 26, 2020, using computer-assisted 

telephone interviews.

Germany’s Role
A full 30 years after German unification, a narrow majority of Germans (56 

percent) believe that their history does not give Germany a special responsi-

bility to work for peace in the world. 46 percent think that it has a greater 

 responsibility. This latter view is more widely held on the political left and 

among the over-60s, but around three-quarters (74 percent) of AfD support-

ers think that Germany has no particular historical responsibility. 

PUBLIC OPINION

Given its history,  
Germany has greater 
responsibility than other 
countries to promote 
peace in the world.

Figure 5.1
German attitudes toward Germany’s responsibility,  
by party preference, 2020, percent

Yes No, does not have greater responsibility Don’t know

Data: forsa commissioned by the Munich Security Conference. Illustration: Munich Security Conference
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Almost two thirds of Germans consider the strength of Germany’s influence 

in the world to be just right. For nine percent it is too great; for 24 percent it 

is too small. 

The role of their country within the European Union is also generally viewed 

favorably by Germans. Only 16 percent of those surveyed believe that Ger-

many does not show enough consideration for its partners in the EU. A third 

(34 percent), on the other hand, believe that Germany shows too much con-

sideration for its EU partners and is putting its own interests too far behind. 

However, almost half of Germans (49 percent) think that Germany is taking 

exactly the right approach toward its EU partners. 

This self-confident picture is also reflected in the answers to the question of 

how Germany’s reputation abroad has changed in recent years. Around half 

of the respondents (52 percent) believe that their country’s reputation has 

improved. For 30 percent, there has been no significant change, while 17 per-

cent believe that the country’s reputation has deteriorated. Again, there are 

clear differences between the supporters of different parties: Supporters of 

the CDU/CSU and the Greens disproportionately believe that Germany’s rep-

utation has improved, while those of the AfD believe that it has worsened. 

Interestingly, the percentages shifted significantly between 2019, when this 

Germany’s influence  
in the world is  …

Data: forsa commissioned by the Munich Security Conference. Illustration: Munich Security Conference

Figure 5.2
German attitudes toward Germany’s influence in the world,  
2020, percent
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question was also asked, and 2020. It is possible that the increase in the 

number of people who believe that Germany’s standing has improved is in 

part due to the positive reporting on Germany’s commitment to the corona-

virus aid package, which was the subject of intensive coverage in recent 

months. 

More Responsibility or Just Less Restraint?  
These survey results show a thoroughly self-confident German public that 

seems aware of the country’s international importance. According to what is 

probably the most comprehensive opinion poll on German security policy, 

the Sicherheits- und Verteidigungspolitisches Meinungsbild in der Bundesre-

publik Deutschland poll, which is published every year by the Center for Mil-

itary History and Social Sciences of the Bundeswehr (ZMSBw), in 2019 more 

than 40 percent of Germans believed that the responsibility “that Germany 

has to bear at the international level” had “generally increased.”317 The great 

advantage of this survey, which is mainly discussed in circles of experts and, 

regrettably, is only rarely considered by the public,318 is that it asks some core 

questions repeatedly with the same phrasing over a longer period of time, so 

that long-term changes can be detected without interference from differenc-
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es in the framing of questions. The ZMSBw studies show clear trends in this 

respect: While approval for “active policies” to “help overcome problems, cri-

ses, and conflicts” declined slightly between 2015 and 2017 and have re-

mained largely constant since 2017, they increased enormously between 

2013 and 2015.319 In these years, which featured multiple international crises 

and increasing political appeals to German politicians and the German peo-

ple to take on more responsibility internationally, approval for Germany tak-

ing an active role rose from 43 percent in 2013 to 66 percent in 2015. 

In contrast to the ZMSBw surveys, according to data from the Press and In-

formation Office of the Federal Government (BPA), the trend toward stronger 

support for a more comprehensive foreign policy commitment continued be-

tween 2016 and 2019. For example, the quarterly data available since 2016 on 

the question of whether Germany should assume “more responsibility” 

shows a gradual increase in approval.320 Based on these and other data sets, 

Philipp Rotmann, Sarah Bressan, and Sarah Brockmeier of the Global Public 

Policy Institute (GPPi) argue that this development of increasing support for 

greater international engagement is particularly evident among Generation 

Z (aged 18–29). For example, the BPA data showed that, at least since 2016, 

How should Germany 
rather act on the 
international scene?

Pursue an active role Focus more on solving its own problems

Don't know/no answer

Figure 5.4
Attitudes toward Germany's foreign policy engagement, 2012–2019, 
percent

Data: ZMSBw. Illustration: Munich Security Conference
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younger people have not only become more strongly in favor of policies that 

“assume more responsibility” in foreign policy, but also that “the difference 

between age groups in the BPA’s regular forsa survey rose to over 10 percent-

age points by 2019”.321 This greater support for stronger German involvement 

among younger respondents is also reflected in our survey. While 38 percent 

of all respondents believe that Germany should participate “more strongly 

than before” in resolving global conflicts in future, the figure is 51 percent 

among those aged 18–29.322 The differences according to party preference are 

also striking. For example, approval for Germany playing a more active role 

is particularly high among supporters of The Left (60 percent), the Greens 

(57 percent), and the SPD (46 percent). While the majority of FDP and CDU/

CSU supporters are in favor of a stronger or at least the same level of German 

participation, 68 percent of AfD supporters favor less participation.323 Even 

though the question refers to participating in conflict resolution and is thus 

more concretely formulated than those in surveys that ask about Germany’s 

“responsibility” or “commitment,” it can nevertheless be assumed that re-

spondents have different ideas about the type of participation. For example, 

most supporters of The Left are unlikely to have the same understanding of 

greater participation as respondents with conservative electoral preferences. 

What Kind of Responsibility? 
This is confirmed by the results of our follow-up question. Those who had 

previously stated that Germany should participate “more strongly than 

 before” in resolving global conflicts in the world were subsequently asked 

about Germany’s military engagement. The view that Germany should 

 participate  militarily in the resolution of conflicts “less than before” was 

strongly represented among supporters of The Left, at 74 percent, followed 

by Green Party supporters at 38 percent. While a relative majority of support-

ers of the CDU/CSU, SPD, Greens, and FDP all favored retaining the same 

 level of military involvement, slightly more CDU/CSU and FDP supporters 

favored stronger military involvement by Germany (30 percent of CDU/CSU 

and 34 percent of FDP supporters compared to 19 percent of SPD and 17 

 percent of Greens supporters). The only party with a majority of supporters 

in favor of greater military involvement was the AfD (74 percent). The fact 

that only slightly more than one-fifth of those who are in favor of greater 

German involvement in the resolution of international conflicts believe  

that Germany should also play a stronger military role underscores a central 

 feature of the German public in foreign policy terms: the much greater 

 skepticism toward the use of military means, even by international 

comparison.324
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The annual ZMSBw studies also show a “pronounced preference of the 

 German population” for the use of diplomatic means in foreign and security 

policy.325 In addition, the survey results are often fluctuate when it comes to 

approval for increased defense spending.326 Thus, the reporting includes  

surveys indicating that the German population is critical of additional spend-

ing in this area, as well as those according to which a majority is even in  

favor of meeting NATO’s two-percent target.327 In this regard, too, it is there-

fore worth taking a look at the time series from the aforementioned annual 

ZMSBw poll. 

According to this data, support for increased defense spending has grown 

significantly since 2013/2014. While approval rates remained similar be-

tween 2015 and 2019, there was considerable change between 2013 and 2015, 

as is the case with the question of Germany’s foreign policy commitment. 

During these three years, for example, approval among CDU/CSU supporters 

increased by 32 percentage points (from 25 percent in 2013 to 57 percent in 

2015). Among respondents who favored the SPD, approval jumped 37 per-

centage points (from 19 percent in 2013 to 56 percent in 2015).328 The ZMSBw 

researchers attribute this to the change in the security policy situation in the 

year of crisis of 2014, which was marked by the annexation of Crimea and 

When it comes to 
resolving conflicts in  
the world, Germany 
should in future…

Data: forsa commissioned by the Munich Security Conference. Illustration: Munich Security Conference
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the strengthening of the so-called Islamic State in Syria and Iraq, and to the 

“strong focus of the German elite discourse on the country’s increased re-

sponsibility.”329 Interestingly enough, the increasing approval is evident in 

all regions of Germany. The largest increase since 2012 can be observed in 

eastern Germany, to the extent that the results there are now comparable 

with those in northern and western Germany; support remains highest in 

southern Germany. It is also striking that there is a high level of cross-party 

agreement on an increase in defense spending. In the ZMSBw 2019 survey, 

for example, the majority of supporters of the CDU/CSU, SPD, and FDP are in 

favor of increasing military spending (54 percent each). Support for this is 

lower among AfD (48 percent), Greens (41 percent), and The Left (34 percent) 

voters.330 
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Should defense 
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Data: ZMSBw.  Illustration: Munich Security Conference
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Contrary to what one might think, respondents’ attitudes toward the United 

States had no significant impact on their approval for an increase in  defense 

spending.331 The often-heard argument that publicly arguing for  NATO’s 

two-percent goal is politically dangerous simply because of President 

Trump’s unpopularity332 is not evidenced by the ZMSBw annual poll. In 

 retrospect, it is therefore hardly surprising that the election campaigning 

attempts to inveigh against the two-percent goal agreed by Germany in 2014 

were not met with success.333 Advocating for significantly higher military 

spending may still not be an electoral home run. But even though openly 

supporting higher military spending does not seem very politically risky, 

 resistance to it does not seem to mobilize voters either. 

In addition, the relatively high degree of openness toward an increase in de-

fense spending and the high esteem in which the German population334 

holds the Bundeswehr show that the truism, regularly repeated both domes-

tically and abroad, that the Germans are a pacifist people is a superficial as-

sessment. Thus, the experts of the ZMSBw conclude that the German popu-

lation “less [rejects] the military as a means of foreign policy in principle and 

rather only the use of force.”335 “Against this background, there is also a clear 

differentiation between Bundeswehr missions: The Bundeswehr’s training 

and stabilization missions are favored by a large majority but combat mis-

sions are not.”336 This also reflects the preference for soft foreign policy in-

struments.  The same applies to coercive economic measures. A majority of 

62 percent of Germans oppose the idea that Germany should use its econom-

ic strength more to pursue foreign policy interests and goals in future. Only 

34 percent consider this to be the right course. 
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Multilateral Cooperation
In addition to this preference for soft foreign policy tools, the ZMSBw sur-

veys have confirmed a second cornerstone of Germany’s basic foreign and 

security policy stance year after year: The Germans are and remain multilat-

eralists.337 The ZMSBw studies thus indicate high approval for close coopera-

tion with friendly states and allies. For example, 77 percent of those sur-

veyed say that Germany and its allies should agree on a common stance in 

the event of an international crisis.338 Against the backdrop of the coronavi-

rus crisis, too, Germans’ desire to cooperate with other states remains high. 

In the survey conducted by the Körber Foundation in April 2020, 61 percent 

of those questioned stated that Germany should “definitely” cooperate with 

other states in solving global challenges. In addition, 28 percent were “most-

ly” in favor. It is remarkable that 71 percent favored cooperation even if it 

meant that Germany would have to “put its own interests on the back burn-

er” (25 percent “completely agree,” 46 percent “mostly agree”).339 
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Figure 5.7
German attitudes toward applying Germany’s economic power  
in foreign policy, 2020, percent

Data: forsa commisioned by the Munich Security Conference. Illustration: Munich Security Conference
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This high level of support for international cooperation extends to both po-

litical cooperation and to international interdependence in general. Thus, 

the survey conducted for this report shows that the German population con-

tinues to have a positive view of globalization. 52 percent of those surveyed 

regard globalization, in the sense of an economic, political, and social inter-

dependence between states, individuals, and companies worldwide, as 

something “mostly good.” Even given the coronavirus crisis, approval re-

mains at 2019 levels and is, remarkably enough, 17 percentage points higher 

than in 2007.340 And even if the proportion of those who regard globalization 

as something “mostly bad” has increased by 16 percentage points compared 

to 2019 levels, it is still relatively low, at less than a third. 

Globalization is …

3 %

52 %

30 %

17 %

Data: forsa commissioned by the Munich Security Conference. Illustration: Munich Security Conference

Figure 5.8
German attitudes toward globalization, 2020, percent

… rather a bad thing

… both Don’t know

… rather a good thing



118

This thoroughly positive view of globalization on the part of the German 

population, in contrast to the “decoupling” trend across the world, is also 

confirmed by the Körber Foundation study conducted in April 2020. Accord-

ing to the study, 65 percent would consider it a “negative development if the 

degree of interconnectedness and globalization were to decline after the 

coronavirus crisis.”341 Reflecting on the crisis of multilateralism and the 

 resurgent nationalism in many countries, the FAZ newspaper summarized 

the study by the Allensbach Institute on Germans’ attitudes to globalization 

and international cooperation with the words “Germany is different.” There 

was little, it read, to suggest that a majority in Germany would be in favor of 

a policy of isolationism and protectionism.342 

Self-Assertion in the Era of Great-Power Competition
The great desire for cooperation and collaboration has so far also been re-

flected in surveys that look at the public’s assessment of Germany’s bilateral 

relations: “As critical as the German population is of American and Russian 

policy today, the vast majority hope for rapprochement and constructive 

 cooperation.”343 The German view of China has also been relatively posi-

tive344 in international comparison, although a noticeable deterioration has 

recently become apparent.345 

In general, our survey reveals a strong desire among the population for a  

less reserved approach toward all three countries: China, Russia, and the 

United States.
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This particularly applies to the United States. For example, 69 percent of 

those surveyed stated that Germany was too cautious in asserting its inter-

ests vis-à-vis the United States. Only 3 percent of people believe that Germa-

ny is acting too assertively toward the United States. The belief that Germa-

ny’s attitude is “too restrained” is particularly strong among supporters of 

The Left.

While perceptions of the United States have deteriorated particularly sharp-

ly since the inauguration of President Donald Trump and are closely linked 

to a rejection of him in political and personal terms,346 the Allensbach Insti-

tute’s studies have shown a certain alienation of the German population 

from the United States since at least the Iraq War.347 The considerable loss of 

trust that accompanied the Iraq War could not be completely reversed even 

during the Obama administration.348 According to the ZMSBw survey 

 results, in 2019 less than one third of the population saw the United States  

as a reliable partner for Germany.349 

With regard to China, too, a clear majority of those surveyed (61 percent) 

 believe that Germany is too reluctant to assert its interests. 33 percent think 

that Germany is on the whole behaving correctly. It is possible that the times 

of “benevolent ambivalence”350 toward China are therefore over.351 It is 

 unclear, however, what price the population would be prepared to pay for a 

more self-confident approach. The survey conducted by the Körber Founda-

tion also shows that more than three-quarters of the population (76 percent) 

believe that Germany should stand up for its political interests vis-à-vis  

China to a greater extent – even at the expense of economic relations. At  

the same time, however, 54 percent of those surveyed were against taking  

a tougher stance in trade policy.352 

With regard to Russia, a large share of those surveyed in August 2020 – 

 before Alexei Navalny was poisoned – but not a majority (44 percent), also 

believe that Germany is “too restrained” in asserting its interests. 45 percent 

consider the approach to be “just right;” only nine percent think it “too  

assertive.” However, in contrast to attitudes toward China and the United 

States, when it comes to Russia, there are noticeable differences between 

east and west Germany and between individual party supporters. While  

47 percent of those surveyed in west Germany believe that Germany is too  

cautious  toward Russia, only 30 percent of those in east Germany think so. 

Green Party supporters most frequently rate Germany’s approach as too re-

strained (53 percent), followed by CDU/CSU and FDP supporters (47 percent 
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each). This position is significantly less common among supporters of the 

SPD (36 percent) and The Left (38 percent). The proportion of those who con-

sider Germany’s conduct toward Russia to be “too assertive” is above average 

among respondents with preferences for The Left (19 percent) and the AfD 

(27 percent). However, it is noteworthy that 45 percent of AfD supporters also 

believe that Germany is too restrained in its dealings with Russia. 

Even in the ZMSBw 2019 poll, only 22 percent are in favor of showing “more 

understanding” for Russia’s position.353 This may reflect an increasingly crit-

ical attitude toward the Russian leadership following an ambivalent imme-

diate reaction among the German population to the annexation of Crimea. 

For example, according to the results of an Allensbach Institute survey com-

missioned by the FAZ newspaper in April 2014, 43 percent agreed that it was 

“outrageous” “that Russia is incorporating Crimea into its territory,” but 33 

percent supported the statement that there are “good reasons” for “Crimea 

to belong to Russia again.”354 The latter position was particularly widespread 

among east Germans. This is also reflected in the attitudes to the sanctions 

in April 2014. 43 percent of those surveyed were in favor of sanctions, where 

Preferences for the  
future path of the EU: 
Member states should …

Figure 5.10
German attitudes toward the future development of the EU, 2016–
2020, percent
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as in east Germany, the figure was only 28 percent.355 Nevertheless, the 

Ukraine crisis was followed by a “landslide” shift in views on Russia and 

German-Russian relations. While, at the end of 2013, 55 percent of those sur-

veyed considered relations to be “intact,” in April 2014, the figure was only 15 

percent. 65 percent said they “do not have a positive opinion” of Putin, com-

pared to 48 percent in 2011 and 10 percent in 2001. The proportion of respon-

dents with a “positive opinion” of Putin decreased from 43 percent in 2001 to 

eight percent in 2014.356 One year after the annexation of Crimea, in March 

2015, awareness of the causes and dynamics of the conflict between Russia 

and Ukraine seemed to have grown. For example, when asked “Do you  

believe that Russia and Germany will have a good relationship in the long 

term, or do you not believe so?” only 27 percent indicated that they believed 

that the relationship would be good (compared to 65 percent in May 2004 

and 45 percent in September 2008). Support for the sanctions also rose to 58 

percent, compared to 44 percent in January of the same year.357 

It is also possible that this desire for greater assertiveness vis-à-vis the three 

major powers explains the further increase in approval for the European 

Union as shown in our survey.358 It is noteworthy that this has increased 

rather than decreased against the backdrop of multiple crises.359 According 

to the survey conducted for this report, a majority of the population is in fa-

vor of a closer union of the EU member states. 64 percent of those surveyed 

indicated they would support this, a figure that is 6 percentage points higher 

than in 2019 and 15 percentage points higher than in 2016.360 The approval 

for a closer union is significantly lower among east Germans (52 percent 

compared to 66 percent among west Germans) and among low- and interme-

diate-level secondary school diploma holders (Hauptschule and Mittlere 

Reife) – the figures are 54 percent compared to 71 percent among respon-

dents with a university-entrance diploma (Abitur) or a university degree. 

The approval rate is also higher among those who feel very well informed or 

well informed about foreign and security policy (60 percent compared to 56 

percent among those who felt less well informed or poorly informed). There 

are also great differences according to party preference. While support for 

greater integration is strongest among Green Party supporters (84 percent), 

it is lowest among AfD supporters (25 percent). Among the latter, 63 percent 

are in favor of greater autonomy for member states. 
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94 percent of those surveyed consider it very important or important for the 

EU to present a united front. However, only 12 percent believe that the EU 

will present a more united front in the future, while a majority (56 percent) 

thinks that not much will change. Almost a third of those surveyed (31 per-

cent) even believe that the EU will appear less united than before. 

Data: forsa commissioned by the Munich Security Conference. Illustration: Munich Security Conference

Figure 5.11
German attitudes toward the EU’s future conduct in foreign policy,  
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Germans also feel very positive about a European Union common security 

and defense policy and close cooperation between the European armed 

 forces. In the Eurobarometer poll of November 2019, 85 percent of those 

 surveyed in Germany were in favor of this; the European average was 75 

 percent.361 In the ZMSBw 2019 poll, 12 percent of those surveyed supported 

the notion that there should be a common European army instead of nation-

al armed forces. 32 percent said that there should be a European army in 

parallel to the national armed forces, while 38 percent believed that national 

armed forces should work together more closely within the European frame-

work. 11 percent wanted solely national armed forces, and five percent no 

armed forces at all.362 

In our survey, 56 percent of those surveyed were in favor of the EU states 

 cooperating more closely in the future and taking on tasks that NATO had 

performed in the past. 39 percent do not consider this a good idea. 
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In future, EU member 
states should cooperate 
more closely than 
previously in the area 
of defense policy, e.g., 
assume tasks previously 
performed by NATO.

Data: forsa commissioned by the Munich Security Conference. Illustration: Munich Security Conference
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However, these figures do not indicate a desire to turn away from NATO, 

since the German population generally perceives the EU and NATO as com-

plementary. Increased defense cooperation within the EU should not take 

place instead of the NATO framework but within it.363 The majority of the 

German population also favors close involvement by the United States in the 

defense of Europe.364 The Transatlantic Trends of the German Marshall 

Fund, the Bertelsmann Stiftung, and the Institut Montaigne bear this out. 

When asked how strongly the United States should be involved in European 

security and defense, a clear majority of 59 percent said they were in favor of 

continuing US involvement. 25 percent said that they think the United States 

should be significantly involved; 34 percent responded that the United 

States should be somewhat involved.365 

However, according to our survey, only 27 percent of respondents consider 

the United States to be the most important ally when it comes to military 

 defense. France, on the other hand, was named as the most important  

military ally across party lines, with the exception of AfD supporters.  

48 percent of all respondents selected Germany’s European neighbor as  

its most important military ally. 

Germany’s most 
important alliance 
partner when it comes  
to military defense,  
is …

Data: forsa commissioned by the Munich Security Conference. Illustration: Munich Security Conference
*open question, responses >3% listed

… the United States … Russia Don’t know… France
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2020, percent
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The fact that, according to our survey results, 55 percent of those surveyed 

consider President Trump’s announcement to withdraw about one third of 

American soldiers stationed in Germany to be “bad news” indicates that the 

population is well aware of the importance of the United States for European 

defense. One third (33 percent), however, see the withdrawal of troops in a 

positive light. 
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Figure 5.14
German attitudes toward the partial withdrawal of US soldiers from 
Germany, 2020, percent

Data: forsa commissioned by the Munich Security Conference. Illustration: Munich Security Conference. 
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Germans are much more critical on issues of nuclear deterrence. For exam-

ple, two thirds (66 percent) of Germans believe that Germany should com-

pletely abandon deterrence with nuclear weapons. In talks with representa-

tives of the security policy elite, many admit that these findings should not 

come as a surprise given the lack of public discussion of Russia investing 

massively in new nuclear capabilities that also threaten Germany. 

Of the 31 percent of Germans who believe that Germany should continue to 

rely on nuclear deterrence, the majority (59 percent) believe that Germany 

should seek nuclear deterrence via France and the United Kingdom. Only 

about a quarter of those in favor of nuclear deterrence believe that Germany 

should continue to rely on deterrence that involves American nuclear weap-

ons. By contrast, 16 percent of proponents of nuclear deterrence actually be-

lieve that Germany should develop its own nuclear weapons. 

Data: forsa commissioned by the Munich Security Conference. Illustration: Munich Security Conference

Figure 5.15
German attitudes toward nuclear sharing, 2020, percent
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Alliance Solidarity as a Fundamental Principle of German 
Governance? 
Overall, it is fair to conclude that Germans continue to have a very strong 

multilateral outlook. This orientation is also reflected in the high level of 

support for Germany’s security and defense policy commitments within the 

EU, NATO, and the UN.366 However, Germans’ multilateral outlook may be  

in conflict with the fundamentally pacifist attitude described above.367 For, 

critics argue, “as soon as the demands become concrete, as soon as it comes 

to describing Germany’s contribution to this strengthened defense, or even 

to just point out cautiously that this would mean more German military in-

volvement, the pacifism of the population shows through. The reflex prac-

ticed over decades of preferring to be defended by others rather than taking 

responsibility for oneself will probably take a long time to strip away.”368  

Germans are multilateralists in general and anti-militarists in particular. 

For a country that understands NATO solidarity as a fundamental principle 

of its governance, this may become a problem. For example, a startling opin-

ion poll conducted by the Pew Research Center in 2015, which found that 58 

percent of respondents in Germany were against providing military support 

to NATO allies in the event of a conflict with Russia,369 led to an international 

debate on Germany’s reliability in terms of NATO policy.370 

It is therefore all the more regrettable that the German government initially 

largely missed the opportunity in 2017 to communicate the remarkable 

 development in German security policy that accompanied the Bundeswehr’s 

assumption of leadership responsibility for the multinational battalion 

 stationed in Rukla, Lithuania, as part of NATO’s enhanced Forward Presence 

(eFP).371 Chancellor Merkel personally visited the German contingent in 

 September 2018, about a year and a half after its deployment, and found the 

right words there: It was right that NATO should once again concentrate 

more on the defense of the alliance. Germany, she said, cannot and does not 

want to “stand on the sidelines.”372  

Nevertheless, the fact that the Bundeswehr has been engaging in alliance 

defense through deterrence day-to-day for the past few years has hardly 

been communicated to the public. While some overseas missions, such as 

the anti-terrorism mission in Syria to combat the “Islamic State” (38 per-

cent), the KFOR stabilization mission in Kosovo (33 percent), the Resolute 

Support training mission in Afghanistan (29 percent), or the Atalanta an-

ti-piracy mission off the coast of Somalia (24 percent) enjoy at least a certain 
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degree of familiarity among the population, only 16 percent of those sur-

veyed are familiar with the Bundeswehr’s presence in Lithuania. Only 15 

percent are aware of the involvement of the Luftwaffe in airspace surveil-

lance in the Baltic States.373 The researchers of the ZMSBw clearly point out 

this shortcoming: “There is a lack of popular support for the concrete de-

fense tasks of the German armed forces within the NATO alliance in the con-

text of the enhanced Forward Presence. As a result of the existing discrepan-

cies between security policy guidelines, military activities, and the 

formation of public opinion, it is necessary for German security policy to ad-

vocate for alliance defense more actively and intensively.”374 Since deter-

rence only works if it is considered credible, a very skeptical attitude on the 

part of the population is also potentially problematic for the effectiveness of 

the NATO mission. After all, how effective is deterrence if a potential adver-

sary could speculate that Germany might ultimately shy away from a mili-

tary response? 

The need to explain decisions even better, however, not only applies to the 

Bundeswehr’s activities in the area of NATO defense but also in general. For 

example, the experts of the ZMSBw criticized that “the number of people 

who feel very well or quite well informed about the Bundeswehr’s missions 

abroad has decreased by more than half since 2015.”375 This is particularly 

unfortunate given the great influence that the subjective level of informa-

tion about foreign deployments has on the propensity to support them. Stud-

ies conducted by the ZMSBw show that – regardless of the type of mission – 

much of the disapproval is concentrated among those who have little or no 

knowledge about the missions. In contrast, more than half of those who 

claim to have basic knowledge consistently support the various Bundeswehr 

commitments.376 

Of course, it is not just important that one talks about something in the first 

place but how one talks about it. Markus Steinbrecher, a researcher at the 

ZMSBw, argues based on a framing experiment conducted as part of that or-

ganization’s annual poll that Germans are more receptive to certain justifi-

cations deploying the Bundeswehr in an Article 5 scenario. For example, ref-

erencing NATO treaty obligations or solidarity among the allies in the Cold 

War has a positive effect on support, while support rates are lower if increas-

ing tensions are cited as a reason.377 Such considerations may become even 

more important in the coming years when it comes to communicating and 

justifying decisions that are fundamental to the security of Germany and its 

partners. 

“We must talk more, 
 explain more, argue 
more about alternative 
options. We should not 
aim to achieve superfi-
cial consensus, but to 
talk more about German 
security and defense 
 policy, not so we can  
say that we have talked 
about it, but so we can 
do more.”410 

Defense Minister Annegret 
Kramp-Karrenbauer,  
Bundeswehr University,  
November 7, 2019
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Political Leadership
The presented survey results clearly show that public opinion can change 

but also stick to old habits. Trends in public opinion depend on basic foreign 

policy attitudes, such as the degree of national or international orientation, 

key political events, and the positioning and public reasoning of political de-

cision-makers.378 This opens up space for political argument and persuasion. 

A current example of this is the high support for the EU’s coronavirus aid 

program. According to the results of the ARD-DeutschlandTrend poll of July 

2, 2020, 69 percent of respondents think that the program is “basically going 

in the right direction.” It is particularly noteworthy that, for a clear majority 

of respondents, 59 percent, even shared debts are “acceptable.”379 This con-

trasts with the situation in 2011, when the majority of the population op-

posed additional financial aid for other EU member states in the context of 

the eurozone crisis (66 percent) and were particularly opposed to an expan-

sion of the EU rescue fund (76 percent) and Eurobonds (79 percent).380 How-

ever, the fact that criticism has largely faded away and that the population 

now supports measures it previously rejected is probably also due to the po-

litical leadership of key decision-makers. Politicians such as Wolfgang 

Schäuble381 and leading economic experts who used to be known for their 

tough financial and economic austerity measures also spoke out in favor of 

the rescue program. The German government made intensive efforts to ex-

plain the measures and to elicit support. For example, the chancellor cited 

economic interests in addition to value-based arguments. Merkel stressed 

that European solidarity is “not just a humane gesture, but a long-term in-

vestment”382 and that a strong European internal market is “in the best inter-

ests of all member states.”383

There is another example of a courageous decision by the federal govern-

ment that broke the classic pattern of German foreign policy and suggests 

that approval can be won or at least resistance overcome within a political 

debate if leading politicians make an active effort. Against the backdrop of 

the Islamic State further expanding the areas under its control in Iraq and 

Syria in July and August 2014 and the existential threat to the population 

living there, the German government announced in mid-August that it 

would examine the option of providing both military and humanitarian sup-

port. At that time, resistance cut across party lines: According to a survey  

by the Forschungsgruppe Wahlen polling organization in August 2014, 67 

percent were against the delivery of weapons, while only 27 percent were in 

favor.384 Following the German government’s decision to supply weapons, 
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however, approval in September 2014 was already at 40 percent.385 A study 

commissioned by the Ministry of Defense in December 2014 even registered 

43 percent support; only 25 percent were opposed.386

It is also essential to make increased efforts in communication and discus-

sion in light of the increasing polarization, since elements of the German 

foreign policy consensus are now at stake that were being questioned only in 

the marginalized fringes of political discourse a few years ago. Growing po-

larization in the political arena is increasing public attention and thus, at 

the same time, the need for the established parties to explain their own posi-

tions and decisions more regularly, earlier, and better, and to actively solicit 

support: “Because the ability to act in the field of foreign and security policy, 

too, is increasingly tied to domestic political approval.”387 This realization 

has already created a situation in which the German Foreign Office, for ex-

ample, has made more determined efforts to involve the public in the review 

process than was the case in earlier strategy-building processes.388 

The debate on the UN migration pact can serve as a “history of communica-

tive failure,” as an example of what happens when open discussion is avoid-

ed. It was only when the extreme right used the debate on the agreement for 

its own purposes and spread wild rumors that politicians woke up and slow-

ly began to think about “how to explain everything to the people.”389 In the 

long run, relying on a “tacit” consensus that is best not upset by discussing 

supposedly unpleasant issues is not sufficient for securing public support. 

The examples discussed above show that politicians can convince at least a 

significant portion of the population if they want to. Foreign and security 

policy is an acceptable topic for discussion.

This brings us to the discussion of the strategic debate. A fixture thereof is 

the complaint that “a genuine strategic debate in the broader public” is lack-

ing in Germany.390 Some, however, regard this diagnosis as fundamentally 

problematic because it is attached to the “illusion of a major security policy 

debate” and, moreover, implicitly leans toward a specific position, i.e.,  

it is far from open-ended.391 Indeed, the idea of a broad-based debate that 

“sweeps across the landscape of German security policy like a cleansing 

thunderstorm and could end with the sunshine of a security policy consen-

sus” remains an idle wish.392 
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There are also frequent complaints about the declining interest in foreign 

and security policy in the Bundestag, the central venue for such debates. In 

his speech at the Munich Security Conference in 2014, Federal President 

Gauck emphasized that it is not a good sign “that younger members of the 

German Bundestag feel that focusing on foreign and security policy is not 

beneficial to their careers.”393 This concern was also shared in the back-

ground talks for this report. “People tell young party members, don’t go into 

foreign policy, that is a dead end. First, this is factually incorrect, and sec-

ond, it is disastrous.”394 

Nevertheless, the accusation that there is no strategic debate in Germany is 

often vehemently objected to, especially from the political sphere. Some 

Bundestag members seek to defend themselves against the preconception 

that foreign policy is not discussed strategically in the Bundestag. In 2008, 

for example, SPD foreign policy expert and current parliamentary party 

leader Rolf Mützenich complained in a speech about “the perennially popu-

lar lament about the country’s incompetent foreign policy elites,” and 

stressed that it was simply not true “that there are no longer any foreign poli-

cy debates in the Bundestag or in the committees and working groups re-

sponsible for them.”395 Federal President Gauck also emphasized that “the 

German Bundestag has held some 240 debates on overseas deployments of 

the Bundeswehr since 1994” – and that these had been “conducted in an ex-

emplary manner.”396 

But Gauck also put his finger in the wound: “However, in the same period, 

parliament has held fewer than ten fundamental debates on German foreign 

and security policy.”397 In fact, many parliamentary debates on foreign policy 

have been limited to the Bundeswehr’s overseas missions. As important and 

correct as this is for a parliamentary army, it is regrettable that too few fun-

damental foreign policy debates, in which the government and the opposi-

tion debate the direction and strategies of German foreign policy, have taken 

place. Thus, the German debate is all too often limited to the question of 

whether the Bundeswehr, and hence Germany, should participate in an in-

ternational mission. There is less focus on arguing about the basic strategies, 

goals, and instruments of German foreign policy. 

For this reason, specialist politicians who want this kind of debate to happen 

have repeatedly argued for “a regular general debate on security policy in 

the Bundestag.” The German government would have to present a document 

“To be honest, I have  
always been a bit sur-
prised when I came 
across the cliché that in 
Germany there is no 
strategic community, no 
security policy think 
tanks, no proper debate. 
[...] Is it possible that 
some participants in the 
debate that is actually 
taking place in Germany 
really want to say: it’s 
the wrong strategic  
debate, it’s the wrong 
topics, the wrong results, 
the wrong German  
political practice?”411 

Hans-Peter Bartels,  
“Was haben die Römer  

je für uns getan?,” 2019 

PUBLIC OPINION



133

ZEITENWENDE |  WENDEZEITEN

on the security policy situation every year, which would then be discussed in 

a plenary session. A debate of this kind could “contribute significantly to fo-

cusing German security policy, making it transparent for the German public 

and comprehensible for our partners.”398 It would also be conceivable, as sug-

gested by Roderich Kiesewetter, Andreas Nick, and Michael Vietz, to discuss 

an annual report by an “Advisory Council on Global Issues for the Federal 

Government,” which could deal “not only with regional priorities but also 

with the impact of German engagement in collective security alliances and 

other organizations” and thus contribute to generally evaluating German 

foreign and security policy.399 

In general, it is striking that in German foreign and security policy, there 

have been – apart from a few well-known exceptions, such as the Weizsäcker 

Commission or the Rühe Commission – very few attempts to date to have 

certain issues examined by expert commissions. This is despite the fact that 

the primary concern of such commissions need not necessarily be coming 

up with specific solutions to concrete problems. Rather, their very existence 

would help to start a debate on difficult issues or to work through controver-

sial experiences from the past. There have been repeated calls, for example, 

for an evaluation of the Bundeswehr’s overseas missions of recent decades. 

Countries like Norway have demonstrated how one’s own engagement in Af-

ghanistan can be reviewed.400 A structured but broadly based investigation 

could be extremely helpful as it would provide a good basis for drawing les-

sons from German missions that would otherwise be drawn without such in-

formation. Further proposals for structuring the debate include calls for a 

“Council of Experts for Strategic Foresight,” which would, to a certain ex-

tent, serve as a security policy counterpart to the German Council of Eco-

nomic Experts, the so-called “Five Sages of the Economy,” whose assess-

ments are reported and discussed in the media.401 

Society and Foreign Policy 
From a societal perspective, the general conditions for an informed debate 

on foreign and security policy issues appear to be improving. It would cer-

tainly be desirable if a greater share of security policy reporting were to fo-

cus more on difficult security policy issues and less on procurement scan-

dals or other challenges in the organization of the Bundeswehr.402 It is also 

true that President Gauck’s speech in Munich was often presented one-sid-

edly in the media and that the reporting thus ran counter to the ideal of a 

fruitful debate centering on the common good.403 

“That is why ‘more’ Ger-
man responsibility in the 
world necessarily re-
quires more courage to 
publicly debate foreign 
policy decisions. People 
often do not know 
where and why Germany 
is involved in crisis man-
agement. [...] In foreign 
policy, too, we have to 
go where it hurts much 
more often in public 
debate.”412 

Member of Parliament 
Omid Nouripour,  
Frankfurter Rundschau,  
January 19, 2019
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But even in international comparison, Germany has an impressive range of 

daily and weekly newspapers with sound reporting on foreign and security 

policy issues. Public television stations provide comprehensive coverage of 

the world, high-quality documentaries, and regular reports from around the 

world in special magazine formats such as Weltspiegel and Auslandsjournal. 

Specialist journals – such as Internationale Politik with a bimonthly circula-

tion of now at least 5,500 copies or WeltTrends with 2,500 copies – provide 

input for the foreign and security policy debate. The Zeitschrift für Außen- 

und Sicherheitspolitik or Sirius: Zeitschrift für strategische Studien provide 

information with a stronger scientific orientation, but always with contribu-

tions from and for practitioners.  

There is a lively debate on foreign and security policy issues on social media, 

which is predominantly constructive. Podcasts such as Peace by Peace or 

 Sicherheitshalber show that there is an audience that is interested in an 

 in-depth discussion of current security policy issues. The Federal Agency  

for Civic Education provides information on security policy in a regular 

press review. Many may not consider this enough, but it remains difficult  

to support the thesis that the foreign policy debate has not developed much 

in  recent years.  

The think tank landscape is also more diverse and active today than it was a 

decade ago. It is no longer just the two major traditional institutions, the 

German Institute for International and Security Affairs and the German 

Council on Foreign Relations, along with the political foundations that de-

termine the foreign policy debate in the strategic community. Younger and 

more agile think tanks such as the Global Public Policy Institute or the 

Stiftung Neue Verantwortung have long since established themselves by 

cleverly occupying niches that have long been neglected by other institutes. 

Newly founded institutions from the last decade, such as the Mercator Insti-

tute for China Studies (MERICS) or the Center for Eastern European and In-

ternational Studies (ZOiS), are dedicated to actors and regions that are of 

particular importance for the future of German foreign and security policy. 

The Institute for European Politics, the Jacques Delors Institute, or the Gen-

shagen Foundation are devoted to European issues – the latter with a focus 

on Franco-German relations or the countries of the Weimar Triangle. Out-

side the capital, important institutes such as the German Institute for Global 

Affairs (GIGA) and the Institute for Peace Research and Security Policy at the 

University of Hamburg, the Peace Research Institute Frankfurt, the Bonn 

PUBLIC OPINION



135

ZEITENWENDE |  WENDEZEITEN

International Center for Conversion (BICC), or the German Development 

 Institute (DIE) in Bonn are contributing to the debate. Many of these institu-

tions have experienced changes in leadership in recent years, so that a 

younger generation is now at the helm, ready to break new ground. These 

have recently been joined by German branches of international think tanks. 

The London-based Centre for European Reform, for example, has an office in 

Berlin. The European Council for Foreign Relations (ECFR) even moved its 

headquarters from London to Berlin. All this has noticeably stimulated and 

expanded the debate on foreign and security policy.404  

Developments at German universities are also underway – albeit very slowly. 

In an interview in 2012, the then minister of defense, Thomas de Maizière, 

complained that he could not discern “any great intellectual contribution by 

German universities to the question of war and peace,” although they could 

be “a kind of initiator for social debates.”405 Even if this sweeping criticism 

was certainly unfair, it is not unreasonable to ask whether the subject is 

 represented in sufficient breadth and depth at German universities. Courses 

that explicitly deal with foreign and security policy or offer such a focus are 

still rare overall.406 In his Munich speech, Federal President Gauck rightly 

asked: “I wonder if it isn’t time for all the universities to mobilize more than 

a handful of chairs where German foreign policy can be analyzed. Doesn’t 

research on security issues need to be invigorated, to boost work on matters 

such as defense against cyber attacks by criminals or intelligence ser-

vices?”407 Students interested in such questions have so far typically looked 

abroad.  But almost every year, new courses of study or institutes that deal 

with security policy in the broader sense are being founded.408 

In addition, other initiatives are being founded at universities, in founda-

tions, or in associations. Polis180, a student think tank, regularly brings in-

terested students together for expert discussions and produces its own pa-

pers. The Academic Association for Security Studies (BSH) comprises 25 

university groups and organizes the “Sicherheitspolitische Grundakademie” 

(Basic Academy for Security Policy) and other seminars. The Federal Acade-

my for Security Policy has also expanded its target audience: In addition to 

the Young Leaders in Security Policy group, there has been an annual stu-

dent conference for a few years now, which the Federal Academy for Security 

Policy organizes together with the Federal Defense Ministry. The Konrad 

Adenauer Foundation has had a Working Group of Young Foreign Policy  

Experts for many years. Recently, the Hanns Seidel Foundation and the 
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Heinrich Böll Foundation have followed suit with the Forum Neue Sicher-

heitspolitik because they have all recognized the importance of promoting 

young foreign and security policy talent. The German Council on Foreign 

Relations (DGAP) and the Gesellschaft für Sicherheitspolitik (GSP) also 

maintain formats explicitly aimed at younger people interested in security 

policy – the Young DGAP and Young GSP. All of these represent a significant 

step forward over the foreign and security policy debate of a decade ago.  
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The German population remains true to its basic 
convictions: It is open and self-confident toward  
the world and has a generally multilateralist and  
anti-militarist attitude. The population is aware  
that the security policy situation has deteriorated. 

In recent years, support for taking on “more respon-
sibility” has generally increased. Most Germans 
 prefer more German involvement to happen via 
 civilian instruments. Nevertheless, good arguments 
are capable of swaying the population in favor of 
decisions that go beyond Germany’s traditional 
scope of action. 

Democratic foreign policy requires the support of 
the population. Politics and society will not be able 
to avoid discussing foreign and security policy more 
regularly, intensively, and honestly. This is especially 
true in those areas where Germans’ different funda-
mental foreign policy orientations – such as multi-
lateralism and anti-militarism – collide. 

Key Points

1 
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A View from Italy:  
Out of the Comfort Zone

Germany is slowly coming of age. For over a decade now, it has been described 

as Europe’s reluctant hegemon. Its hegemony, premised upon economic 

strength, has become increasingly apparent over the years. Its reluctance in-

stead has taken different forms, from a knee jerk abhorrence of military inter-

ventions abroad to an unwillingness to act and not simply think European in 

the advancement of the EU project. 

On European matters, that reluctance is fading. In the wake of Covid-19, Berlin 

has assumed the responsibility of leadership. By spearheading an ambitious 

recovery fund and multi annual financial framework, Germany has not simply 

set the foundations for the Union’s post pandemic recovery and resilience. It 

has also and perhaps above all engendered a historic step forward in the inte-

gration process, picking up the work left undone after the Eurozone crisis, with 

all the lacerating divisions it gave rise to.

Foreign policy comes next. In words and on paper, Berlin gets it. It has champi-

oned the work on European defense and strategic autonomy, and it acknowl-

edges that a healthier transatlantic bond passes through greater European re-

sponsibility, notably in our surrounding regions. It observes the crystallizing 

US-China confrontation and, while clear on where its alliances lie, it sees in 

European autonomy the recipe to avoid becoming the battlefield of a new 

great-power confrontation. 

Yet the rhetoric is still to be followed by action. Germany is still tempted to be-

lieve that its comfort zone of an international liberal order resting upon Ameri-

can power can be restored and protracted forever. We must only endure the 

next few months and at most four years for change to take place in the United 

States and the good old days to return. Deep down however, Berlin must know 

that the future will most likely be more contested. It need not be illiberal, but it 

will certainly be non-liberal in which liberal and illiberal values will uneasily 

coexist. Yet it can be multilateral and rules based too. For it to be so, what is es-

Nathalie Tocci
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Ana Palacio

sential is that Germany assumes as much European leadership on the global 

front as it is now doing on the internal one. A global Europe in practice is not 

achieved by Germany alone. But it certainly cannot come into being without it.

Nathalie Tocci is Director of the Istituto Affari Internazionali in Rome.

A View from Spain:  
Not a Normal Member State

From the time of Konrad Adenauer through Helmut Kohl, it was said that 

Germany would find its interests in the interest of the European Project. 

This is, of course, a gross generalization. But like all caricatures it was based 

on more than a kernel of truth. For the last 20 years, dating roughly from  

the European Union’s fifth enlargement, Germany has been seen as progres-

sively becoming a ”normal” member state, pursuing its interests through  

the EU. Again, the reality is more complex. There is, however, a basis for that 

perception. 

But Germany is not a normal member state. For a long time now, it has been 

clear that it alone possesses the oomph to make things happen in Brussels. 

When it engages and leads - as in this summer’s budget negotiations, the  

impasse over European leadership following the 2019 elections, and the  

response to the 2008 financial crisis – things are done. When Germany acts 

alone, as on migration and in relation to Turkey, the rest of the Union grudg-

ingly follows and the project sputters along. When Berlin opposes policies 

die. And when it is ambivalent, as so often happens, projects dither and then 

wither. Where are the Banking Union and Energy Union today? 

As a result, the shape of the EU is bent towards the will (or lack thereof) of  

its strongest member. Where it is engaged, notably the functioning of the  

internal market, things are clear. When it is not there is a marked lack of 

direction. 

GUEST CONTRIBUTIONS
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This is especially stark in terms of foreign and defense policy. It has been as-

sumed that others, the French, the British, the Americans, could lead. But 

what is now evident is that if Germany steps back or gets out of the way, 

there will be no progress towards a European vision of defense at a time in 

which it is desperately needed. This is not just a job for Paris, London, or 

Washington. Unless and until Germany recognizes that fact and leads a ro-

bust common foreign relations and defense construction, Europe will miss 

the future.

Ana Palacio is an international lawyer, former Minister of Foreign Affairs of Spain and a 
former Senior Vice President and General Counsel of the World Bank Group. 
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The Berlin  
Disharmonic

What are the challenges for holistic foreign and 

 security policy making? Why has the need for  better 

coordination increased? How is the foreign policy 

decision-making process in Germany organized? 

And how could it possibly be improved?

Decision-making

6
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The Berlin Disharmonic
In the German debate it is often said that Europe needs to learn to speak 

with one voice. Without exaggerating too much, one might note that it would 

go a long way if Germany were to speak with one voice in foreign policy.  

Differences of opinion on public display among cabinet members may not be 

unique to Germany. But the German political system seems to encourage 

them to a certain extent.413 

Coordination has long been considered a problematic area in German 

 foreign and security policy. In part, the difficulties arise from the fact that 

governments normally are based on coalition of several parties and that the 

Basic Law, Germany’s constitution, explicitly gives ministries a strong 

position. 

Taken together, this constitutes a noticeable handicap for the conception 

and implementation of German foreign policy. Effective coordination mech-

anisms within the Federal Government could compensate to some extent. 

Across party lines, many of the members of the German Bundestag surveyed 

for this report agreed that there was “plenty of room for improvement” in 

this regard. This chapter aims to shed light on the conditions and existing 

mechanisms and to outline options for possible improvement.414

Chancellors, Cabinets, Coalitions
The German government’s foreign and security policy apparatus has hardly 

evolved since the 1960s, while the world around us has become increasingly 

complex and reaction times ever shorter. 

In some areas, new ministries have been established (Environment), old 

ones were decommissioned (Intra-German Relations and Post/Telecommu-

nications) and tasks or whole directorates have moved back and forth (for  

example, aspects of European coordination between Economic Affairs and  

Finance). By contrast, the core portfolios of foreign, defense, and develop-

ment policy have seen great continuity. The last major change came with the 

founding of the Federal Ministry for Economic Cooperation and Develop-

ment in 1961, when Konrad Adenauer was chancellor. Since then, the basic 

division of labor between the three ministries has hardly changed.

Tobias Bunde,  
Christoph Erber, and  

Juliane Kabus*

“Germany’s national secu-
rity architecture lacks  
a body for strategic  
debates, prioritization, 
and coordination. [...] 
Germany doesn’t have  
a National Security 
Council that can routine-
ly convene ministers to 
review, weigh, and estab-
lish strategic priorities. 
[...] Process matters.  
Process is what can turn 
lofty rhetoric into policy. 
Process is what can pair 
policy decisions with  
actual resources.”473 

Julianne Smith, War on the 
Rocks, February 18, 2019

*  The authors would like to thank Boris Ruge for his support in the preparation of this 
chapter.



146

Since Adenauer, all chancellors have significantly shaped foreign policy. 

Making use of the policy-making authority accorded to them in the Basic 

Law415, chancellors have time and again claimed the final say on central is-

sues of German foreign policy. Just as Hans-Dietrich Genscher was not in-

formed about Helmut Kohl’s 10-point plan for German unification, the 

Greens were confronted in 2001 with the fact that Gerhard Schröder linked 

the decision to send the German armed forces to Afghanistan in the fall of 

2001 with a vote of confidence.416 In the Merkel era, important remits of for-

eign policy were increasingly run from the Chancellery, not least relations 

with China and Russia.417 

Probably the most significant strengthening of the chancellor’s position oc-

curred in connection with European policy. Foreign Minister Fischer and his 

successors each had to wage defensive battles against the increasing shift of 

EU policy to the Chancellery.418 However, the strengthening of the heads of 

state and government vis-à-vis their foreign ministers became a reality with 

the Lisbon Treaty, which boosted the position of the European Council. With 

the onset of the EU’s “polycrisis,” the European Council has increasingly be-

come the “central steering and control center for crisis management” over 

the past decade.419 This is where heads of state and government deal with 

key foreign policy issues – and do so in the absence of foreign ministers.

At the same time, the German chancellor is much more restricted in her 

freedom of action than the French president, for example.420 As noted above, 

in the Federal Republic governments have almost always been based on coa-

litions of several parties. Given the  evolution of the party system, the com-

plexity may increase further if coalitions of two parties no longer command 

a majority and tripartite constellations make coordination within a coalition 

even more challenging. 

In addition, there is the so-called Ressortprinzip (roughly: principle of min-

isterial autonomy), according to which “each Federal Minister shall conduct 

the affairs of his department independently and on his own responsibili-

ty.”421 A chancellor’s margin of maneuver is thus limited by the need to reach 

agreement with the coalition partner. If the chancellor intervenes too heavi-

ly in ministries run by the coalition partner, she puts the government’s via-

bility at risk.

DECISION-MAKING
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According to the Foreign Service Act, the Federal Foreign Office (Auswärtig-

es Amt, AA) has the task of “safeguarding the interests of the Federal Repub-

lic of Germany abroad” and “coordinating the activities of the state and  

other public institutions of the Federal Republic of Germany abroad which 

affect foreign policy relations within the framework of the policy of the  

federal government.”422 The foreign minister is typically one of the most  

visible and popular politicians in Germany. Since 1969, the smaller coalition 

partner has always insisted on claiming this portfolio.  

In the event of a disagreement on issues that are not clearly within the remit 

of a single ministry, the cabinet decides.423 Of course, disagreements be-

tween ministries arise not only from differences in functional outlook and 

competence, but often reflect ideological positions of coalition partners. The 

fact that, since the 1960s, the ministries that are central to foreign and secu-

rity policy have always been distributed among coalition partners means 

that German foreign policy is heavily dependent on the dynamics within the 

respective coalition. 

Figure 6.1
Historical party affiliation of German ministries with 
key foreign policy competencies, 1949–2020

1950 1955 1960 1965 1970 1975 1980 1985 1990 1995 2000 2005 2010 2015 2020

CDU CSU SPD FDP Alliance ’90/The Greens

Data: Federal Chancellery, Federal Foreign Office, Federal Ministry of Defense, Federal Ministry for 
Economic Development and Cooperation. Illustration: Munich Security Conference
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From Silo to Network: The Coordination Challenge
In addition to the dynamic inherent in the Basic Law and coalition politics, 

fundamental changes in international relations have arisen in recent de-

cades that makes the effective formulation and implementation of foreign 

policy an even greater challenge. 

Issues such as energy, climate change, migration, and emerging technolo-

gies are now key issues in foreign and security policy. However, responsibili-

ty for these matters lies with the functional ministries. The debates regard-

ing Nord Stream 2 and 5G demonstrate the extent to which supposedly 

“technical” issues play into foreign policy and highlight the importance of 

coordination to avoid setbacks.

Due to the internationalization of numerous policy areas, all ministries to-

day have units or even directorates for EU affairs to prepare decisions at the 

European level in their respective policy area.424 However, the trend toward 

greater involvement of other ministries can also be observed outside the 

realm of EU policy, namely in those areas that require close coordination at 

the international level. The result is that each ministry is now “simultane-

ously a ‘foreign ministry’ in its own field.”425 

As early as 2001, Walter Eberlei and Christoph Weller concluded in a study 

that the number of units dealing with international issues in the specialized 

ministries significantly exceeded the total number of all units in the Foreign 

Office.426 Updated figures provided by the Centre for International Security at 

the Hertie School show that this trend has continued over the last two 

decades. 
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The growing role of specialized ministries is also reflected in the staffing of 

German diplomatic missions. While, in 1990, only two percent of staff came 

from ministries other than the AA, today it is almost one-third. The number 

of civil servants seconded from specialized ministries to German missions is 

now 25 times higher than it was at the time of German reunification. 

Figure 6.2
Units with international responsibilities in Federal Ministries, 
2001–2020

Foreign Office Finance Justice

Environment

Transport, Building, and Housing

Economic Affairs and Energy Economic Cooperation and Development

Interior

Labor and Social Affairs Education and Research

Families, Senior Citizens, Women, and Youth Nutrition and Agriculture

Health

Data: Institute for Development and Peace (Institut für Entwicklung  
und Frieden, INEF); Centre for International Security (Hertie School).  
Illustration: Munich Security Conference
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As the relevance of foreign relations for other ministries has increased, the 

role of the Foreign Office in the institutional structure of the decision-mak-

ing process has also changed. Like most European foreign ministries, the AA 

has long since become “unable to steer the international work of the other 

ministries.”427 It is instead a “cross-cutting ministry,” which, in many areas, 

no longer plays the leading role but supports other ministries in negotiations 

– such as the Ministry for the Environment in the area of climate policy.428 

Germany is now a member of some 300 international organizations. The 

other ministries represent Germany there and contribute their expertise to 

the negotiations. Experts from the Ministry of Finance take part in consulta-

tions at the International Monetary Fund, while the Ministry of Labor and 

Social Affairs oversees negotiations at the International Labor Organization. 

The list could go on.

Thomas Bagger, former director of policy planning at the Foreign Office, 

therefore argues that the task of the AA in a world in which there can be no 

talk of a monopoly on shaping foreign relations should be understood as 

“network-oriented foreign policy,” which does not regard the increasing role 

of other ministries as a loss in a zero-sum game, but rather as “part of the re-

ality of globalization.”429 
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*Staff seconded to missions who 
cannot be clearly assigned to a 
dedicated federal department or 
agency, e.g., staff seconded from 
the Länder, Federal Bank etc.

Figure 6.3
Personnel structure at German diplomatic missions, 1990–2020

Data: Federal Foreign Office. Illustration: Munich Security Conference
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The Foreign Office is not the only ministry that has to contend with the fact 

that essential competencies for fulfilling its own mission lie with other min-

istries. Jörg Faust and Dirk Messner, for example, warned a few years ago 

that, for similar reasons, the Federal Ministry for Economic Cooperation and 

Development “in its present form and structure will find itself increasingly 

unable to effectively implement a broad-based development policy.”430

In addition, increasingly there are issues that are not easily addressed in the 

traditional departmental structure. Germany finds it difficult to deal with 

new types of cross-cutting threats that arise “between ministries.” This 

challenge is particularly evident in the area of new technologies. No fewer 

than ten ministries and the Chancellery are involved in Germany’s cyber- 

security architecture at the federal level, supplemented by 29 subordinate 

agencies and other organizations. An overview of the “Actors and Responsi-

bilities in German Cyber-Security Policy,” which the Stiftung Neue Verant-

wortung regularly updates, illustrates the complexity in this area, which is 

further exacerbated by the competencies of the federal states.431 

This coordination deficit is even more evident in the area of hybrid threats, 

which, by their very nature, pose complex, often simultaneous challenges to 

a large number of ministries and areas of responsibility at the federal, state, 

and local levels. The nature of the threat and the resulting need to establish 

interagency coordination has been recognized by NATO and the EU since 

2016. Thus, the Hybrid Fusion Cell of the EU Intelligence Analysis Centre 

(EU INTCEN) is able to base its situational analyses on input from all rele-

vant areas of the Commission, the European External Action Service (EEAS), 

and member states and make them available to all concerned. In Germany, 

an interministerial structure that could serve as a counterpart to the bodies 

at the EU and NATO level is lacking but is urgently needed.432 

Coordination: The Status Quo
On paper, Germany has an instrument for comprehensive and systematic 

coordination of foreign and security policy. All but unknown to the public, 

the Federal Security Council (Bundessicherheitsrat, BSR) is a cabinet com-

mittee.433 Its permanent members are, in addition to the chancellor and the 

head of the Chancellery, the ministers for foreign affairs, finance, the interi-

or, justice, defense, economic affairs, and development.

“Today, development  
cooperation is a cross- 
cutting task in all policy  
areas. The Ministry for 
Development must  
develop into a Ministry 
for Global Cooperation 
and needs more of a 
voice and legislative 
competence.”474

Development Minister  
Gerd Müller, Umdenken. 
Überlebensfragen der  
Menschheit, 2020



152

While, in the 1950s and 1960s, the BSR concentrated on civil and military as-

pects of defense, the focus later shifted to disarmament and arms control. 

Since the 1990s, the BSR has been concerned almost  solely with approving 

defense exports.434

In the 1998 coalition agreement of the SPD-Green government, the parties 

agreed that the new government would restore the Federal Security Council 

to its originally intended role as an organ for coordinating German security 

policy and create the necessary conditions for this.435 In practice, it appears 

that a “security cabinet” established by Chancellor Schröder, consisting of 

the chancellor, the state secretary in the Chancellery, and the ministers for 

foreign affairs, defense, and the interior was the key coordination mecha-

nism outside the cabinet.436 

In contrast, the 2006 White Paper, which was prepared during Chancellor 

Merkel’s first term, did not even mention the BSR.437 Ten years later, in the 

White Paper of 2016, the government again announced it would ensure that 

“in accordance with the principle of ministerial autonomy, the Federal  

Security Council more consistently addresses strategic issues and resulting 

threat scenarios in order to further strengthen its role as a provider of strate-

gic stimulus.”438 However, this statement does not appear to have had much 

impact on the work of the BSR. By and large, its role remains limited to the 

approval of arms exports.

In practice, foreign and security policy coordination (to the extent that it 

does not take place informally between ministries or between ministries 

and the Chancellery) primarily takes place in a weekly meeting among state 

secretaries in preparation of cabinet meetings. A further format of state sec-

retaries with the addition of the heads of the Federal Intelligence Service 

and security agencies known as the “Intelligence Briefing” also occurs 

weekly. 

In addition, there are various formats at state secretary level devoted to spe-

cific issues. These include operations such as those in Mali and Afghanistan 

but also relations with countries such as China and the United States.439 

Since approximately 2011, these have been supplemented by interdepart-

mental “task force” formats that focus on individual countries (Libya) or 

 regions (such as the Sahel or Lake Chad regions) and that typically meet at 

 directors level.440 How well the ministries work together ultimately depends 
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on the goodwill of those involved. At the end of the day, these formats are 

nonbinding and the frequency of meetings varies greatly.441 In addition, 

“transmission belts” that would deliver the output of task forces and other 

formats to state secretaries and the cabinet are lacking.

The interdepartmental coordination group “Preventing Crises, Resolving 

Conflicts, Building Peace,” which was created as a follow-up to the epony-

mous guidelines published in 2017 could have been such a mechanism. The 

group meets at the director-general level and was intended as “a central 

 decision-making body” and as a link between the operational and strategic 

levels.442 In response to a question from the FDP parliamentary group, the 

government stated that the group was intended to meet “about every two 

months.”443 It is not known how often it meets in practice. The fact that the 

chair rotates among the ministries further impedes living up to the  intended 

steering function.444 

In the summer of 2019, a situation room for foreign and security policy was 

set up at the Foreign Office as part of the implementation of the 2016 White 

Paper. Apart from the AA, the Chancellery, the Ministry of the Interior, and 

the Ministry of Defense participate.445 The situation room produces a daily 

situation analysis of the most important foreign crisis and conflict situa-

tions.446 Its work has been rated positively by the ministries.447 But in the 

current constellation, it can only represent a small fraction of the analytical 

input that would be necessary for a holistic decision-making process.448 

Germany’s EU coordination is based on a separate set of mechanisms. For 

the basic coordination in Berlin, the key bodies are the state secretaries for 

Europe chaired by the minister of state for Europe (belonging to the Foreign 

Office), and the monthly meeting of the directors-general for Europe (alter-

nately chaired by the AA and the Ministry of Economic Affairs). Instructions 

to Brussels are coordinated by the AA and the Ministry of Economic Af-

fairs. The AA is responsible for coordinating the Committee of Permanent 

Representatives (COREPER) II, while the Federal Ministry of Economic  

Affairs is responsible for coordinating COREPER I. Further, the Ministry of 

Finance, plays a role with regard to the Eurogroup. Germany’s permanent 

mission in Brussels functions as a hub. The permanent representative plays 

a key role because many outcomes are negotiated in COREPER. Since diffi-

cult questions often end up being being referred to the European Council, 

the job of finding compromises is often in the hands of the Chancellery.
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Climate policy may serve as an example of the challenges of foreign policy 

coordination in a new issue area. The AA rightly describes climate change  

as a key foreign policy issue.449 At a meeting of the UN Security Council 

during the German presidency in July 2020, Foreign Minister Maas stated 

that the consequences of climate change for peace and security were already 

real and made a number of operational proposals.450 In their new draft pro-

gram the Green Party states that climate policy is a “central component of 

global  foreign, security, and development policy”  and calls for an interna-

tional framework at the UN and EU level to avoid climate and environmen-

tal  conflicts, termed “Responsibility to Prepare.”451

So far, however, there is little in terms of operational structure at the nation-

al level to deliver on climate diplomacy. The “Climate Cabinet” established 

in 2019 includes neither the AA nor the Ministry for Economic Cooperation 

and seems to meet only at large intervals. Below the political level, the Res-

sortprinzip and a lack of binding coordination mechanisms seem to be ham-

pering the articulation of effective climate action. 

It is noteworthy that during the coronavirus crisis, the German government 

quickly created new coordination structures bringing together internal and 

external security actors. The core is a “Small Corona Cabinet” with “flat 

 hierarchies and rapid escalation steps.” The ministers are supported by 

 other newly created formats below cabinet level. These include a joint crisis 

team of the Ministries of Health and the Interior already envisaged in the 

government’s 2007 pandemic plan. Nonetheless, the question arises wheth-

er permanent interministerial structures would not enable a faster and more 

targeted response.452

Finally, when considering coordination mechanisms, the coalition commit-

tee is also noteworthy. It is a political rather than a government structure, 

but can play a key role when it comes to making fundamental foreign policy 

decisions.

To summarize: Germany has a multitude of bodies and mechanisms to 

 coordinate foreign and security policy. However, most of these formats are 

nonbinding in nature. There is a lack of both “transmission belts” and a 

common institutional framework for integrated decision preparation, decision- 

making, and implementation. The Federal Security Council continues to  

be used only sporadically and has no established and effective support 

structures to draw upon. As Christian Thiels concludes, Germany continues 
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to struggle with the complexities of today’s strategic environment by work-

ing through its traditional ministerial structure.453

For Julianne Smith, former deputy national security advisor to Vice Presi-

dent Biden, the lack of such a structure is a major reason for the “political  

paralysis” of Berlin and the absence of a “German voice” on key strategic  

issues: “Where can German leaders come together and weigh individual,  

tactical decisions against a broader set of strategic objectives? I’ve spent 

months asking policymakers these questions and have yet to hear a reassur-

ing answer.”454 

A Look over the Fence
In recent years, some of Germany’s close partners have revamped their 

 foreign and security policy structures and decision-making processes.  

The cases of Japan and the United Kingdom are particularly relevant.455 

In the UK, a National Security Council (NSC) was created in 2010, which 

meets weekly at ministerial level. It has a secretariat with a staff of about 

200  people, headed by the national security advisor, who acts as foreign  

policy advisor to the prime minister and as intelligence coordinator.

The meetings of the NSC at permanent secretary and ministerial levels are 

prepared by senior officials in so-called implementation groups, with the 

chair of each being delegated to different ministries on a case by case basis. 

One of the ways in which the system adds value is that discussions at politi-

cal level are systematically prepared and decision papers jointly drawn up.456 

In this regard, the Joint Intelligence Organisation (JIO) in the Cabinet Office, 

with its assessment staff, plays an important role; its situation analyses, 

which are supported by all British intelligence services, security authorities, 

and general departments, are incorporated into the NSC’s deliberations. De-

cisions are based on a cross-departmental situation analysis and action rec-

ommendations, for which all departments are jointly accountable.457

The Foreign, Commonwealth and Development Office (FCDO) plays a key 

role in the preparation of NSC meetings and systematically provides input 

on strategic issues. In addition, important positions in the NSC are staffed 

by officials from the FCDO. Concerns that the position of the FCDO might be 

undermined by the new structure seem to have proved unfounded.458 In 

2019, the British parliament assessed the improved coordination of British 

foreign and security policy as clear progress.459
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Japan, too, first established a National Security Council in 2013. The reform, 

which was driven by Prime Minister Shinzō Abe, initially met with strong 

resistance in the bureaucracy, but it is now also viewed positively.460 

France, with its presidential system, operates according to a different logic 

than Germany. In the case of France, it is nevertheless noteworthy that in 

recent years President Macron has increasingly drawn on the Conseil de 

Défense to intensify foreign and security policy coordination. The Conseil  

de Défense now meets weekly under the chairmanship of the president and 

covers both external and internal security issues, including the pandemic.

The model of the US National Security Council appears less relevant in terms 

of informing the German debate. However, it does point to the dangers of 

oversized coordination mechanisms, especially through excessive central-

ization at the expense of the ministries.461 

Room for Improvement: Closing the Coordination Gap 
The debate for or against greater use of the Federal Security Council or  

the creation of new structures has been ongoing for more than 20 years.462 

 Despite the statements in the coalition agreement of 1998 and the White 

 Paper of 2016, to date there has been no significant progress in the coordi-

nation of German foreign policy.

Roughly speaking, one can distill the following options for improving coor-

dination from the numerous contributions of the past decades: The first is a 

“status quo plus” that supplements existing coordination bodies with infor-

mal structures. A second option is the more systematic use of the BSR, as 

outlined in the 2016 White Paper, combined with additional staff and sup-

porting structures including situation assessment and evaluation.463 The 

creation of an entirely new coordination structure would be another possi-

bility,464 as would the establishment of the position of a state secretary or 

minister of state in the Chancellery in order to bring together the threads  

of foreign and security policy.465

These options must be weighed and assessed in terms of their utility. Draw-

ing on the Federal Security Council as an already established cabinet com-

mittee with agreed rules of procedure would be relatively easy. The BSR is 

essentially an “off-the-shelf” solution. Disagreements over composition, 

tasks, and constitutional issues could thus be avoided. It is also important to 

We should further devel-
op our current Federal 
Security Council, with its 
limited tasks and respon-
sibilities, to create a 
body that guarantees 
the reliable coordination 
of our strategic instru-
ments. A body that com-
bines everything that is 
needed to create a hu-
mane international order: 
diplomacy, military, 
economy and commerce, 
internal security and de-
velopment cooperation.  
For if we want to fill our 
comprehensive, net-
worked approach with 
life, we must organize it 
at a prominent level.”475

Defense Minister  
Annegret  
Kramp-Karrenbauer,  
Speech at the Bundeswehr 
University Munich,  
November 7, 2019
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note that the BSR is an advisory and preparatory body; decision-making is 

reserved for the cabinet (unless the BSR is specifically authorized).466 

The notion that improved coordination would come at the expense of the 

ministries no longer holds in 2020. On the contrary, given the power shift in 

favor of the Chancellery, ministries should have an interest in coordination 

structures that allow them to systematically feed in their knowledge and ex-

pertise – in terms of preparing decisions and with regard to decision-making 

at the political level. The staff needed for coordination structures of this 

kind could be recruited from the ministries, with key positions being allo-

cated to personnel from relevant ministries. The experience of our partners 

shows that strong ministries and effective coordination are no 

contradictions. 

A decision to engage in greater coordination via the Federal Security Council 

could also entail ministries chairing specific bodies as part of a support 

structure. For example, the AA could chair coordination in the area of  

stabilization. Accordingly, the Federal ministries of defense, economic  

cooperation, and environment could take the lead in areas of their core 

competencies.467 

In recent crisis situations, the German government has shown that it is capa-

ble of taking decisive action and making far-reaching decisions, as in the 

case of the Franco-German initiative on the European recovery package. 

Overall, however, there is a sense that the tool box of the “Bonn Republic”  

is no longer sufficient to meet the foreign policy challenges of our time.

Any reorganization should meet a number of requirements. It should im-

prove crisis response, not least with regard to hybrid threats and simultane-

ous crises. It should establish “connectivity” with partners, allies, and inter-

national organizations. It should ensure that cabinet members are equipped 

to brief the Bundestag and the general public in a timely manner and on ba-

sis of coordinated assessment and decision-making. Finally, it should enable 

the systematic development of policies on complex issues such as climate di-

plomacy and artificial intelligence.

“Political discipline – 
speaking with a single 
voice on the internation-
al stage – and coalition 
government are not con-
tradictory. Germany 
must speak with one 
voice abroad. An upgrad-
ed Federal Security 
Council would strength-
en the professionalism 
and cohesiveness of the 
government and thus its 
international clout.”476

Wolfgang Ischinger,  
Der Spiegel,  
March 1, 2010 
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In Search of a Comprehensive Strategy in the Land of 
Gesamtkonzept 
Institutions and structures are not everything. Without developing our stra-

tegic culture, any reform of German decision-making processes would be 

pointless. At the same time, improving our structures for coordination could 

help by giving German foreign policy “a place where a strategic culture could 

finally grow.”468

Good foreign policy not only requires a strategic culture but also mecha-

nisms for understanding the strategic environment and one’s own position. 

Despite Germany’s predilection for the Gesamtkonzept,469 the Federal 

 Republic to date has never produced a national security strategy. Instead, 

“White Papers on German Security Policy and the Future of the Bunde-

swehr” are drawn up at irregular intervals in consultation among the rele-

vant ministries, with the Ministry of Defense leading. Since reunification, 

Germany has only published three White Papers in total: in 1994, 2006, and 

2016. In effect, there was an interval of at least a decade between each. 

In practice, the coalition agreements customary in Germany contain sec-

tions on foreign and security policy and are an important reference point for 

governments coming into office. However, foreign policy issues are rarely 

front and center in these agreements and they are negotiated under great 

time pressure by the political parties, rather than civil servants in the 

ministries.

There appears to be a strong case for introducing a national strategy docu-

ment to be submitted regularly by the German government as is customary 

among all our important allies and partners.470 Such a document and annual 

interim reports could be debated in the Bundestag and would thus help to 

raise public awareness of the most important international issues. 

With a comprehensive security strategy, existing strategy papers such as the 

“Policy Guidelines for the Indo-Pacific”471 adopted by the German govern-

ment in September 2020 or the aforementioned 2017 guidelines on “Prevent-

ing Crises, Resolving Conflicts, Building Peace” could be integrated into an 

analytical framework that would also allow for better prioritization. 
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If one decided to introduce a national security strategy, international 

 partners could be included in the process, as is the practice in France with 

the Livre blanc. In addition to the involvement of Germany’s closest allies, 

the EU in particular should be included in the process to ensure that the 

 “European imperative” is always kept in mind when defining German 

 foreign policy positions.472 
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Adjusting and improving German foreign policy  
coordination appears overdue. In addition to an  
orderly decision-making process at the political  
level, effective integrated support structures are  
needed.

In the absence of such changes, it will be impossible to 
implement credibly the concept of “networked security” 
or to address complex issues such as climate change or 
new technologies.

On closer inspection, this is by no means a zero-sum 
game for the ministries and coalition partners involved.

For the further development of our strategic culture,   
as a framework for policy-making, and for strategic 
communication, it would be advisable to introduce  
a national strategy document to be submitted on a 
 regular basis.

Key Points

1 
 

 
 

2 
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A View from France:  
Not There Yet

During the 1990s, a consensually united Germany was moving towards 

the role of multilateralist rule-maker and risk-taker. Full belligerency in 

the Kosovo campaign was the crowning point of this process. The US’s 

unilateral action in Iraq ended this evolution. A period of so-called “eman-

cipation” began in which Berlin became a more passive and reactive play-

er, displaying a minima solidarity in the form of Afghanistan caveats and 

defense budget reductions in Europe. 

Some of this changed with the use of force by Russia in Ukraine in 2014. 

Germany, to Russia’s surprise, took the lead in ensuring EU unity in terms 

of sanctions and diplomacy. Defense spending began to increase. EU  

security and defense policy remained embryonic, but at least new con-

cepts emerged with the introduction in 2016 of “strategic autonomy”  

while a European defense fund has been set up. 

The challenge facing Germany and the EU today is that of a reduced US 

commitment. China, not Russia, is America’s peer competitor, posing a 

threat to the West as a whole. US perceptions of whether Europe is help-

ing or hindering it vis-à-vis China will shape the future of the transatlan-

tic relationship. Bündnisfähigkeit will have Chinese characteristics. The 

good news is that in a post-Trumpian age, such a US may no longer dis-

courage more EU-centric defense efforts and welcome more EU engage-

ment in our Mediterranean and African periphery. The bad news is that 

the EU and its most important member, Germany, are not ready for this. 

Germany’s blind-spots include burden-sharing and a risk-adverse “strate-

gic culture.” But the most glaring and often underestimated weakness is 

the lack of a full-spectrum national security outlook, demonstrated by the 

absence of a fully-fledged national security body served by the integrated 

resources of diplomacy, defense and intelligence. Indeed, intelligence re-

mains an unloved stepchild in the German system. This is a dangerous 

shortcoming in an interconnected world with fast-moving and multifacet-

ed crises. This situation can be put right through political initiative, with-

out waiting for the budget outlays required by burden-sharing and with-

François Heisbourg
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out depending on the fraught process of transforming popular attitudes 

towards the use of force.

François Heisbourg is Senior Advisor for Europe at the International Institute for Strate-
gic Studies in London and Special Advisor at the Fondation pour la Recherche Stratégique 
in Paris.  

A View From India:  
A World Between Orders

The reunification of Germany marked a sea change not just in European pol-

itics, but in the world’s expectations of Germany. Even those who were previ-

ously uncertain looked to Berlin, already a global economic power, to help 

build a new cooperative future in a globalized, unipolar world. If these ex-

pectations did not come true, it was not because of Germany, but because of 

the march of events: The global financial crisis, the inward focus of the Unit-

ed States as the sole superpower, and the rise of China and other emerging 

economies combined with the backlash to globalization creating weapon-

ized interdependence. 

We are now in a world between orders, where the center of gravity of the 

global economy has shifted eastward from mid-Atlantic towards the 

Asia-Pacific, as has the focus of great-power political contention. Traditional 

great-power rivalry is back, most evident in Asia. The Covid-19 pandemic has 

accelerated and reinforced these trends. These shifts have opened up space 

for a more active role for Germany. The world today needs precisely the 

strengths that Germany has displayed under Chancellor Merkel’s leadership: 

the strong economy, technological prowess, steady and calm politics, and 

reliance on negotiated solutions to international issues, as illustrated by 

Germany’s example of responsible leadership in Europe after 2008. 

There are three aspects in which Germany’s role could be crucial to the 

world’s strategy to overcome the present crisis: in restoring the world to  

economic health, in the evolution of norms and standards for the world  

order that is being born, and in integrating Russia into Europe. 

Shivshankar Menon
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Concerning the first aspect, Germany has the economic position and credi-

bility to work with those who have the most to lose from fragmentation and 

regionalization to minimize the harm that such trends would do to global 

prosperity and growth. 

Second, Germany, with its technological prowess and political reputation of 

adherence to international norms and standards, comes to mind as the pow-

er that could convene and lead a coalition of the willing to endeavor develop-

ing international norms for newly contentious domains such as cyber, outer 

space, and other new technological fields.

Third, Germany is also the power that could help with the West’s increasing-

ly fraught relationship with Russia. Here too, Germany has the experience, 

location, and credibility for her diplomacy to play a central role.

It is possible that the recent shocks to the international system have opened 

up possibilities. If we are able to seize them, we would have turned crisis into 

opportunity. 

Shivshankar Menon is a former National Security Advisor of the Republic of India. 
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Wendezeiten

What does the Zeitenwende mean for German  

foreign and security policy? What is the most  

important foreign policy challenge for Germany?

Outlook

7
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Wendezeiten
Our country is not alone with the epochal challenges of the Zeitenwende, of 

course. Many other European democracies find themselves in a similar situ-

ation. But there are two reasons why it represents a very special challenge for 

Germany. 

First, there is hardly another country in the world that so fully adapted itself 

– in political, military, economic, but also intellectual terms – to the old or-

der essentially established on the United States’ initiative after 1945, at least 

in the Western part of the world, which was in a sense “globalized” after the 

end of the Cold War (Chapter 2). As this report has shown, Germany is there-

fore also particularly vulnerable to the dissolution of this order (Chapter 3). 

The foreign and security policy toolbox is also still largely oriented toward 

the old order – and above all, it is not adequately equipped (Chapter 4). Al-

though public opinion has shifted significantly, it is still partly at odds with 

growing expectations from abroad and the challenges of a changed situation 

(Chapter 5). And the foreign policy decision-making process still essentially 

stems from a time when foreign and domestic policy were somewhat easier 

to separate (Chapter 6). All of this makes it particularly difficult to adapt to a 

changing world. A status quo power like Germany does not have it easy in a 

world of radical transformation. 

Second, Germany is one of the few countries in the world that is considered 

to play a decisive role in overcoming global political challenges. Looking at 

some key statistics, the question of who – if not Germany – could, together 

with others, make a greater contribution to global governance does indeed 

arise. Germany is still the fourth largest economy in the world, it is one of 

the most important trading nations in the world, it is the country with the 

largest population in the European Union, and it finds itself near the top in 

almost every international ranking. In addition, the country – just two de-

cades ago dubbed the “sick man of Europe” – has weathered the crises of the 

recent past well compared to many of its neighbors and is now considered by 

some to be the “powerhouse of Europe.”477 The expectations of our country 

have risen steadily in recent years. 

In simplified terms, one can summarize: While foreign countries generally 

overestimate Germany’s role and capacities, Germans clearly underestimate 

their own country’s power and influence. 

Tobias Bunde

“The expectations of our 
partners and allies have 
increased because Ger-
many’s importance has 
also grown. […] Germany 
is not a superpower,  
but it is a country with 
political and economic 
influence. It is a matter 
of realistically assessing 
our opportunities to  
exert influence — or in 
other words: our power 

— and using them wisely. 
[...] It is not just what we 
do that has an effect 
elsewhere in the world 
but what we do not do. 
Keeping out of trouble 
when in doubt cannot  
be a foreign policy 
maxim.”504

Bundestag President  
Wolfgang Schäuble,  
speech at the farewell  
ceremony for Volker Perthes, 
September 9, 2020
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On the Path to a Realistic Self-image 
The gap between how others perceive Germany and how it perceives itself 

has widened in recent years.478 Abroad, at any rate, Germany is by no means 

seen as an insignificant player. Since the election of US President Donald 

Trump, the chancellor has been held up as the “leader of the free world,” es-

pecially in the English-speaking press, although Merkel, by her own admis-

sion, does not have much use for such praise.479 From an external perspec-

tive, Germany – especially in comparison to the other Western states480 – is 

considered a “bulwark for decency and stability,” as the British journalist 

John Kampfner describes it in his new book, Why the Germans Do It Better, 

which expresses the respect that Germany enjoys internationally today.481 

Recently, a Gallup poll that asked people from 135 countries about their 

views on the leadership role of the United States, China, Russia, and Germa-

ny made headlines: With an approval rate of 44 percent, Germany was well 

ahead of the United States (33 percent), China (32 percent), and Russia (30 

percent).482 This positive result for Germany may be partly due to the fact 

that it is playing in a different geopolitical league than the other three coun-

tries and its foreign policy tends to affect fewer people.483 But the mere fact 

that the question was asked about Germany’s leadership role speaks vol-

umes about how Germany is perceived abroad. 

Particularly within Europe, Germany has become a decisive power from the 

foreign perspective, without whom and against whom nothing can be ac-

complished. In the anglophone literature, Germany has for some time now 

been described as a kind of “reluctant hegemon” within the European 

Union.484 Of course, this also sparks criticism. The former British ambassa-

dor to Germany, Paul Lever, describes Germany as the undisputed leading 

power in Europe, the country that generally gives all the important answers 

and is experiencing a “golden age of power.”485 Critics such as Hans Kund-

nani have accused Germany of indeed pursuing its own interests with 

self-confidence but without at the same time living up to the responsibility 

that comes from having such a prominent position.486 During the euro crisis, 

then Polish Foreign Minister Radosław Sikorski called on Germany to finally 

accept the leadership role that was its due in a speech to the German Council 

on Foreign Relations in Berlin. And the Swiss journalist Eric Gujer argued 

that it is time to do away with the pretense: Germany is a great power.487 

“I will probably be the 
first Polish foreign minis-
ter in history to say this, 
but here it is: I fear Ger-
man power less than I 
am beginning to fear its 
inaction. You have be-
come Europe’s indispens-
able nation. You may not 
fail to lead: not domi-
nate, but to lead in 
reform.”505 

Polish Foreign Minister  
Radosław Sikorski,  
Financial Times,  
November 28, 2011
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Most Germans will hardly recognize their country in such descriptions. 

While Germans like to see themselves as “model Europeans” and “model 

multilateralists,” they are often perceived as selfish, self-righteous know-it-

alls, especially in parts of the EU.488 Above all, however, there is still a gener-

al lack of understanding in Germany of how important our country is for our 

neighbors and partners. At times, it seems that the German debate does not 

always take into account how German discussions are perceived abroad – 

something that can be marveled at in the recent debate on the future of nu-

clear sharing.489 The fact that Donald Trump’s criticism has been particular-

ly directed at Germany, even though other allies are far from hitting the 

NATO targets, is also due to the fact that Germany’s behavior has a signal 

function for many other states. 

Berlin is struggling with its leadership role and the growing expectations it 

faces.490 In fact, the German government is not in an easy position here. If  

it does too little or holds back, it is quickly said that Germany is refusing to 

make good on its leadership role. If it pushes ahead or asserts its own posi-

tions in the face of resistance, there is soon talk of German dominance or a 

“German Europe.” It is the German question in modern form.491 

The task of continuously mediating between the various positions in east 

and west, south and north is likewise a thankless task for the “power in the 

center.”492 After all, you cannot please everyone. What for some was enlight-

ened leadership in the refugee crisis is regarded by others as moral imperial-

ism. What some consider a responsible fiscal policy is, for others, a forced 

corset of austerity. What for some is appeasement of Russia is already an ex-

cessively hard policy for others. Thus, over time, the policies of the German 

government have been judged quite differently in different parts of Europe. 

“My main message is: 
This is not a moment to 
think or act small. But a 
moment for investing in 
an ambitious Europe. [...] 
Germany’s role and com-
mitment have been a 
cornerstone of European 
integration, so we count 
on Germany to play its 
full role [...].”506  

EU High Representative  
for Foreign Affairs and  
Security Policy  
Josep Borrell,  
Conference the Heads of  
German Missions, Berlin, 
May 25, 2020

OUTLOOK
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Ultimately, as the leading European power, Germany has to contend with 

the same criticism that the United States, as a global leader, has been con-

fronted with time and again for decades: Sometimes, both partners and al-

lies criticize it for an excess of leadership and sometimes for too little leader-

ship. For Germany, the most important thing is to learn that a leading power 

that benefits particularly strongly from an order must be prepared to bear 

special burdens. 

Wendezeiten: From a Status Quo Power to an Enabling Power
To respond to the Zeitenwende, the new era, we need Wendezeiten – we need 

to embrace change. Today it is no longer sufficient to defend a status quo 

whose dissolution we cannot prevent. If we want to preserve what is of vital 

importance to us, we must find new answers to new questions. Germany, as 

we argued in the Munich Security Brief on the German EU presidency, must 

become “more proactive, visionary, and European” to achieve this.493 

The core interest of German foreign and security policy is and will remain a 

strong Europe: “This maxim still applies to German foreign policy: Without 

Europe, it is all nothing.”494 Germany may play a central role in the European 

Union, but in the world of the 21st century, marked by a new era of competi-

tion between great powers, Germany alone cannot achieve much. Germany 

The EU includes all 28 member 
states with the exception of 
Germany; the Visegrád group 
includes the Czech Republic, 
Hungary, Poland, and Slovakia; 
the “Alliance of Europe’s South” 
includes Cyprus, France, Greece, 
Italy, Malta, Portugal, and Spain; 
and the “Frugal Four” include 
Austria, Denmark, Sweden, and 
the Netherlands.

Figure 7.2
Approval of the job performance of Germany’s leadership,  
2006–2019, percent
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“Those who merely want 
to maintain the status 
quo and not shape the 
future will be overtaken 
by reality sooner or later. 
Therefore: ‘Embracing 
Change!’ This must be 
the slogan for the future 
of Germany. But taking 
on and shaping the great 
global change – today 
we can only do this with 
and through Europe. It 
will not work without a 
functioning EU.”507

Wolfgang Ischinger,  
speech for German  
Unity Day,  
October 2, 2016

lacks what it would need to be a major power in every respect.495 Germany 

can only achieve a real political capacity for action within and through the 

EU and NATO. 

Conversely, however, it is also true that the European Union’s capacity to act 

in global politics depends largely on Germany. We recently described the 

 vision of Germany as an enabling power, which sees its task primarily in 

 putting the European Union in the position to become a capable actor in all 

 areas of foreign and security policy.496 To this end, Germany should adopt 

what Foreign Minister Heiko Maas has called the “European imperative.” 

This means that member states should “see European interests as being 

 national interests, and view our national interests through a European lens 

– and of course [...] act accordingly.”497

In recent years, Germany has not always done justice to the European 

 imperative. The situations in which German policymakers put supposed 

 national interests above European ones – as in the case of Nord Stream 2 – 

were, in the long term, not highlights of German foreign policy in the sense 

of a holistic grand strategy.498 German foreign policy has always been strong 

when it defines its interests within a European framework or when it brings 

together German and European interests in a complementary manner. As 

historian Andreas Rödder writes, a look at European history shows “that 

German strength and European order were only compatible if Germany 

made an active contribution that evidently created value for the other par-

ticipants [...].”499 

The powerful response of the German government to the challenge of the 

coronavirus pandemic, which the German government’s grand coalition 

 decided on in close cooperation with France, could in this sense also serve  

as an example for other areas. As in fiscal policy, Germany must now shed its 

inhibitions on foreign and security policy.500 This does not mean that all the 

basic tenets of German foreign policy are outdated. Even in times of increas-

ingly aggressive great-power competition, it is reasonable and desirable to 

defend the European model of multilateral cooperation. But Europe must  

be able to do so from a position of strength if it does not want to become  

the “plaything of great powers,” as France’s President Macron warned the 

 German Bundestag.501 For this reason, Germany must throw its political  

and economic weight behind Europe.502 A German leadership role is not a 

sufficient but a necessary condition for a strong Europe. 

OUTLOOK
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An enlightened German leadership role in the EU should also be in the inter-

est of Europeans. In the eupinions survey conducted by the Bertelsmann 

Stiftung in June 2020, i.e., after the announcement of the Franco- 

German proposal for the coronavirus package, an average of 65 percent of 

respondents rated the idea that Germany should take on a leadership role  

in the EU as good or very good. In some European countries, support for a  

German leadership role has even increased significantly over the last five 

years. 

“Due to the country’s 
‘critical size’ and the 
shadows of its past, the 
international role that 
the German public needs 
to understand and sup-
port is this historically 
unusual, difficult, care-
fully balanced one. For 
Germany can never be 
the prancing hegemon, 
just the steady, skillful 
football midfielder who 
keeps the whole team 
together – and doesn’t 
even get the applause 
for scoring goals. Yet 
sometimes those mid-
fielders are the true he-
roes of the team.”508  

Timothy Garton Ash,  
The Guardian,  
July 30, 2020

Data: eupinions. Illustration: Munich Security Conference
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From the attitude of their neighbors, Germans may draw courage to go 

ahead as Europe’s “enabling power.” At this year’s Munich Security Confer-

ence, Federal President Steinmeier warned that “there must be no timid 

heart beating at the center of Europe.” We need “the courage to keep on 

re-examining the substance of our responsibility, not least in the light of the 

times.”503 In view of the challenges of the global political Zeitenwende, this 

cannot happen quickly enough. 

OUTLOOK
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Please note that the English edition of this 

report is a translation based on the German 

original. Where no authoritative English  

version was available for individual sources, 

quotes were translated. In case of doubt, 

please check the original source. Quotations 

originally in British English have been 

adapted to American English.
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4.10 The 3% goal for „international spending“

Illustration by the Munich Security Conference. See NATO, ”Wales Summit Declara-

tion,“ https://perma.cc/62PK-YPPM; OECD, “The 0.7% ODA/GNI Target – A History,“ 

https://perma.cc/L8PB-FMJX; Federal Ministry for Economic Cooperation and Devel-

opment, ”Leitfaden: Was ist Official Development Assistance (ODA)?“ https://perma.

cc/9JLH-C2WZ.

4.11 World Economic Outlook, year-over-year projection, percent

Illustration by the Munich Security Conference based on International Monetary 

Fund, “World Economic Outlook Update,” June 2020, https://perma.cc/PJ8P-3UEZ.

5.1 German attitudes toward Germany‘s responsibility, by party preference, 2020, percent

Illustration by the Munich Security Conference based on the survey conducted by 
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forsa on behalf of the Munich Security Conference.

5.2 German attitudes toward Germany’s influence in the world, 2020, percent 

Illustration by the Munich Security Conference based on the survey conducted by 

forsa on behalf of the Munich Security Conference.

5.3 German attitudes toward Germany’s reputation abroad, 2019-2020, percent 

Illustration by the Munich Security Conference based on the survey conducted by 

forsa on behalf of the Munich Security Conference; data for 2019 based on Press and 

Information Office of the Federal Government of Germany, “Krisen und Konflikte,“ 

ZA6733 Data File Version 1.0.0, April 2019, doi:10.4232/1.13400.

5.4 Attitudes toward Germany’s foreign policy engagement, 2012-2019, percent

Illustration by the Munich Security Conference based on Markus Steinbrecher, Timo 

Graf, and Heiko Biehl, “Sicherheits- und verteidigungspolitisches Meinungsbild in der 

Bundesrepublik Deutschland. Ergebnisse und Analysen der Bevölkerungsbefragung 

2019,” Forschungsbericht 122 (Potsdam: Zentrum für Militärgeschichte und Sozialwis-

senschaften der Bundeswehr (ZMSBw), 2019), https://perma.cc/69WZ-JSJL, 40.

5.5 German attitudes toward participation in conflict resolution, 2020, percent

Illustration by the Munich Security Conference based on the survey conducted by 

forsa on behalf of the Munich Security Conference.

5.6 Attitudes toward Germany’s defense expenditure, 2012-2019, percent

Illustration by the Munich Security Conference based on Markus Steinbrecher, Timo 

Graf, and Heiko Biehl, “Sicherheits- und verteidigungspolitisches Meinungsbild in der 

Bundesrepublik Deutschland. Ergebnisse und Analysen der Bevölkerungsbefragung 

2019,” Forschungsbericht 122 (Potsdam: Zentrum für Militärgeschichte und Sozialwis-

senschaften der Bundeswehr (ZMSBw), 2019), https://perma.cc/6B5P-7JNB, 149.

5.7 German attitudes toward applying Germany’s economic power in foreign policy,  

2020, percent 

Illustration by the Munich Security Conference based on the survey conducted by 

forsa on behalf of the Munich Security Conference. 

5.8 German attitudes toward globalization, 2020, percent

Illustration by the Munich Security Conference based on the survey conducted by 

forsa on behalf of the Munich Security Conference. 

5.9 German attitudes toward Germany’s conduct vis-à-vis the great powers, 2020, percent

Illustration by the Munich Security Conference based on the survey conducted by 

forsa on behalf of the Munich Security Conference

5.10 German attitudes toward the future development of the EU, 2016-2020, percent 

Illustration by the Munich Security Conference based on the survey conducted by 
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forsa on behalf of the Munich Security Conference; data for 2016 and 2019 based on 

Press and Information Office of the Federal Government of Germany ”Polarisierung 

von Politik und Gesellschaft,“ ZA6732 Data File Version 1.0.0, February 2019, 

doi:10.4232/1.13368. 

5.11 German attitudes toward the EU’s future conduct in foreign policy, 2020, percent

Illustration by the Munich Security Conference based on the survey conducted by 

forsa on behalf of the Munich Security Conference.

5.12 German attitudes toward EU defense cooperation, 2020, percent

Illustration by the Munich Security Conference based on the survey conducted by 

forsa on behalf of the Munich Security Conference.

5.13 German attitudes toward Germany’s most important allies, 2020, percent

Illustration by the Munich Security Conference based on the survey conducted by 

forsa on behalf of the Munich Security Conference.

5.14 German attitudes toward the partial withdrawal of US soldiers from Germany,  

2020, percent 

Illustration by the Munich Security Conference based on the survey conducted by 

forsa on behalf of the Munich Security Conference. 

5.15 German attitudes toward nuclear sharing, 2020, percent  

Illustration by the Munich Security Conference based on the survey conducted by 

forsa on behalf of the Munich Security Conference. 

6.1 Historical party affiliation of German ministries with key foreign policy competencies, 

1949-2020

Illustration by the Munich Security Conference based on Federal Chancellery, 

“Bundeskanzler seit 1949,” https://perma.cc/88AF-JE4P; Federal Foreign Office, “Die 

Geschichte des Auswärtigen Amts,” https://perma.cc/9FM3-6XRR; Federal Ministry 

of Defense, “Ehemalige Verteidigungsminister,” https://perma.cc/5PH5-3R9U; Feder-

al Ministry for Economic Development and Cooperation, “Chronik der Ministerinnen 

und Minister,” https://perma.cc/54FL-MHA7.

6.2 Units with international responsibilities in Federal Ministries, 2001-2020

Illustration by the Munich Security Conference based on an overview in a 2001 INEF 

study by Walter Eberlei and Christoph Weller, which was updated by the team at the 

Centre for International Security at the Hertie School based on organizational charts 

as of June 2020. The Munich Security Conference would particularly like to thank 

Jan Panhuysen for his profound work on the dataset. The “coding” of individual units 

is based on the criteria employed by Eberlei and Weller. This also means that units 

with international responsibilities only include those which deal with “European as 

well as extra-European issues” or wholly international issues. Units that only deal 
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with EU issues are explicitly excluded. See Walter Eberlei and Christoph Weller, 

“Deutsche Ministerien als Akteure von Global Governance: Eine Bestandsaufnahme 

der auswärtigen Beziehungen der Bundesministerien,“ INEF-Report 51, https://per-

ma.cc/E6BZ-B7CR, 53.

6.3 Personnel structure at German diplomatic missions, 1990-2020

Illustration by the Munich Security Conference based on data provided by the Feder-

al Foreign Office..

7.1 Germany by international comparison, selected rankings, 2019

Illustration by the Munich Security Conference based on United Nations Develop-

ment Programme, ”2019 Human Development Index Ranking,“ Human Development 

Report 2019, https://perma.cc/8RZ2-47GR; World Bank, ”GDP (Current US$), World 

Bank National Accounts Data and OECD National Accounts Data Files,“ https://per-

ma.cc/6242-5JA9; World Trade Organization, ”World Trade Statistical Review 2020,“ 

https://perma.cc/E5FU-9L4N, 82-84; Pieter D. Wezeman et al., ”Trends in Interna-

tional Arms Transfers, 2019,“ SIPRI Fact Sheet, March 2020, https://perma.cc/4CFM-

2FET; Ipsos, ”‘Marke Deutschland’ hat weltweit das beste Image – Ergebnisse des An-

holt-Ipsos Nation Brands Index (NBI),“ November 21, 2019, https://perma.

cc/8UP9-AARA; Lowy Institute, ”Lowy Institute Global Diplomacy Index,“ 2019 

Country Ranking, https://perma.cc/SQH4-V9TR.

7.2 Approval of the job performance of Germany’s leadership, 2006-2019, percent 

Illustration by the Munich Security Conference based on data provided by Gallup 

World Poll. 

7.3 Approval of the German leadership role in the EU, 2015-2020, percent 

Illustration by the Munich Security Conference based on data provided by eupinions, 

EU-wide public opinion research by the Bertelsmann Stiftung. See also Catherine E. 

de Vries and Isabell Hoffmann, ”Globalization and the EU: Threat or Opportunity?“ 

(eupinions, January 11, 2018), https://perma.cc/6EVX-EZJR.  
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