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_ The spoken word applies _

Berlin, Friday, May 07, 2004
The Peaceful Revolution, German unity and the situation today

Ladies and Gentlemen,

I would like to welcome you very warmly to Berlin, at my workplace, as it were – not only on my own behalf as a member of the German Bundestag, but also on behalf of the Parliamentary Group of the CDU/CSU.

I should begin by asking you to excuse my poor English. Mr Nickel nevertheless managed to persuade me to give this short speech in English!

I think that your visit also demonstrates that the state of German-American relations cannot be as bad as some suggest. 

By the way, this building is also evidence of the openness of German politics – an openness that cannot be taken for granted in many other nations: Sir Norman Foster, a British architect, had the core of the old building removed and then rebuilt the Reichstag. The original graffiti of the soldiers of the Red Army who had conquered this building during the last few days of World War II in April 1945 was deliberately preserved in the new design of the Reichstag. However, not only did we look for the best architects available internationally, and not only did we give considerable scope to the victors who defeated the German Reich and the Nazi dictatorship, but we also decided to decorate the Reichstag with contemporary art instead of with flags, coats of arms and traditional paintings depicting scenes of German history. 

As a parliamentarian and a politician from Berlin I am particularly pleased that you are holding your Republicans Abroad conference here in Berlin. 

Berlin is always worth a visit! It is the most easterly of the Western old EU capitals and serves as a very good base. The Berliners are very open and often also very direct. But Berlin as a city needs even greater impetus, something which is not only coming from the city itself, but from all those who are coming to Berlin from elsewhere, displaying admirable entrepreneurial spirit by setting up businesses. 

Berlin not only forms a good backdrop for a film. Even Hollywood films are being shot in the region. Berlin offers hotel beds at reasonable rates. It also hosts the world's biggest film festival, the Berlinale. 

As spokesman on cultural and media affairs for the CDU/CSU parliamentary group in the Bundestag, I am obviously particularly pleased to hear about such eloquent and active people, such art lovers, as Professor Raue bringing the MoMA exhibition to Berlin. As I understand it, it was purely down to his persuasive skills, or perhaps his skilfully presented arguments, that this exhibition came to Berlin, and only to Berlin. Already, the exhibition is a huge success. It seems that Berlin is currently the most fashionable cultural metropolis in Europe. Many people want to come here, to live here and particularly to work here and earn money here. So please do think of Berlin when deciding where to invest. 

But you did not invite me here today for me to promote Berlin to you. Neither do you need me to tell you about art and culture! 

Rather, I have been asked to pass on a few impressions and experiences from my personal perspective as a former citizen of the GDR and someone involved in the 1989 Peaceful Revolution, German reunification and the events of the last 15 years. 

To begin with: a few words about the history of the Peaceful Revolution in the GDR

You are guests today in a city which was once divided, though little remains to be seen of the division today. This unnatural situation and the way in which it was overcome made Berlin and the Brandenburg Gate famous around the world. You will all be familiar with the image of the Berlin Wall, with the legendary words uttered by your well-known presidents: "Ich bin ein Berliner" and " Mr. Gorbachev, open this gate!".

Whilst some in Germany, particularly those on the left, believed that the GDR would exist forever, many Americans, able to see things more objectively from outside, always viewed the division of Germany as absurd. And not only did the Americans help by bringing in supplies by air during the 1949 airlift. They also provided moral support, by refusing to accept the Wall, barbed wire and the death strip in this city. We in East Germany were also aware of this support. During the 40 years of East Germany only few people were actually convinced of the SED-dictatorship. 

For the people of East Germany it was completely unsatisfactory to have to accept, on a long-term basis, the division of Germany following its defeat in 1945. Many in the West said that the division of Germany was the atonement for Auschwitz. But this was obviously not right. 

One part of Germany was punished for the lost war and the genocide of the Jews. The people in this part of the country remained deprived of freedom and oppressed, because it was under the rule of the Soviet Union, whilst those in the other part quickly gained freedom and prosperity, in particular due to American assistance with building a democracy, and the Marshall Plan. In the West, even in West Berlin, many had come to terms with the situation. For us in the East it was not so easy!

It was exactly 15 years ago today that the SED dictatorship in the GDR began to collapse. On 7 May 1989, the opposition groups were able to prove, fairly conclusively, that the local elections in the GDR had been rigged. This opposition consisted of several hundred people in small political circles in various towns in the GDR, who were only able to meet in private apartments or churches. 

In the summer of 1989, a rising tide of people began to leave the GDR via the Hungarian-Austrian border. As early as May 1989, it had been decided in Hungary that this border would be opened. Tens of thousands of people fled the GDR, including many who had only decided to do so during their holidays in Hungary. Thus, initially, people voted with their feet on the totalitarian regime. 

Next, particularly after the so-called "prayers for peace" in the Nikolai church in Leipzig, people demanded political changes in the GDR. Before the summer, the people had been shouting "we want to get out". By the time the summer was over, with the flood of people who had left the country and the occupations of the embassies in Prague and Budapest, the people were threatening "We're staying here" and chanting "We are the people".

Opposition groups appealed to the public: the "New Forum" on 10 September 1989, the "Democracy Now" initiative on September 13, and on 1 October I was myself present in Berlin when "Democratic Awakening" was founded. And on 7 October, the Social Democratic Party of East Germany was established near Oranienburg in Schwante. 

The peaceful demonstration which took place on Monday 9 October 1989 in Leipzig is the most important date in talking about the collapse of the GDR. 

That Monday, on 9 October 1989 in Leipzig, no one knew whether or how the forces of the state would intervene. Political associations were forbidden in East Germany, and it wasn't possible to simply give notification of demonstrations. In Dresden, on 4 and 5 October, demonstrators had grappled with police when trains carrying refugees from the West German embassy in Prague passed through on their way to the Federal Republic. East Germany had closed its border with Czechoslovakia on 2 October 1989. On the weekend of 7 and 8 October, police had attacked demonstrators in Berlin and in Plauen in the Vogtland. During the first eight days of October, over 3,000 people were arrested throughout the country.

In other words, the situation was extremely tense. Respected public figures in Leipzig, such as Kurt Masur, director of the Gewandhaus orchestra, well known also in the United States, appealed to everyone to remain calm. All armed units were placed in a state of alarm, and hospitals prepared for emergency admissions by stockpiling larger supplies of blood than usual. But, as you know, the situation remained peaceful. Not a single person was injured on that day or any of the following days — neither demonstrators nor police officers. It was a revolution of candles, a Protestant revolution, a peaceful revolution that has earned a prominent place in German history books. 

At that time I jotted down the following words after listening to the evening news: "50,000 to 70,000 people have demonstrated in Leipzig for democracy and reforms. The situation has remained peaceful not, I believe one can say, although there were so many of them but precisely because were so many of them." In other words, we should be grateful to all those who had the courage to go out and join the Peaceful Revolution.

My gratitude to the party and those running the state at that time is, by contrast, much more modest. Even after the demonstration they continued their operational planning and their preparations for using force. For my part, like many others who opposed the regime, I knew on that day, 9 October 1989, they had missed their chance to intervene. On that day, I felt that the fear had vanished. On the following Monday, 100,000 people were out on the streets of Leipzig, then over 200,000, and finally the Monday demonstrations engulfed the entire country. In the largest Monday demonstration of all in Leipzig, on 6 November, 400,000 people stood in the pouring rain to demand the end of the SED’s monopoly of power, the legalisation of the "New Forum", and free elections.

What happened then was less spectacular and, as we perceived it back then, also less dangerous.

On 4 November 1989, the single largest demonstration of this revolutionary autumn of 1989 took place in Berlin, attended by nearly a million people. 

At this demonstration, however, the issue was not primarily freedom of the press and assembly but, rather, power — although not many people said it out loud. On that day, the "party of the workers and peasants” and its representatives became a laughing stock. Some of you may recall the posters that were hung up, or will see them in the numerous documentaries of these events which the media are broadcasting. Ladies and Gentlemen, can you image anything worse happening to a dictatorship than to be laughed at by its own subjects? When, on that Saturday, I stood with moist eyes in the middle of the crowd on Berlin’s Alexanderplatz and listened to the speakers, I knew that what was happening was irreversible. 

Five days later, on 9 November 1989, the Berlin Wall came down.

The crowds demonstrating on that Saturday were still well-behaved enough to remain on the prescribed route, turning off from Unter den Linden to the State Council building instead of marching straight on towards the Brandenburg Gate.

Those in power were incapable of announcing even their own laws and ordinances with a semblance of authority as the pace of events quickened. Starting immediately, everyone was allowed to leave East Germany for West Germany and West Berlin, Schabowski stated at that remarkable press conference on the evening of 9 November. First just a few, and later tens of thousands wanted to put it to the test that same evening, and began gathering along the border to West Berlin, that walled-in enclave of the free West in the heart of East Germany. It was a Stasi border officer who, after waiting in vain for instructions from his superiors, finally gave in to the crowd in the Bornholmer Strasse and said: "We’re opening the flood gates now."

It was a revolution in which most people acted responsibly. And especially all those who returned home that night. Their children were sleeping there, and the next morning they went back to work. 

We can definitely learn a great deal from these historical events. But one thing is particularly important: it is always down to us. Each and every one of us is called upon to assume personal responsibility. It is not always possible to plan genuine, historic changes; sometimes the time is simply ripe for them. All we need to do is recognise what is happening, and then push in the right direction! 

Secondly, I would like to talk a little about German reunification. 

The fall of the Wall changed the situation in the GDR dramatically. Suddenly, the debate was no longer about how the GDR could be improved, but about German reunification. In the East, the sense of being part of Germany as a whole and feeling German had remained stronger that in the former Federal Republic. 

By the end of November 1989, Helmut Kohl, the "Chancellor of Unity" had presented a ten-point plan, thus assuming the role of spiritual leader in the reunification process for the people in both parts of Germany. The first, and last, free elections in the GDR resulted in a landslide victory for the CDU, which only narrowly failed to obtain an absolute majority. The message from the voters that they wanted to see the nation united rapidly was clear. On 1 July 1990, the currency union came into force, on 3 October we celebrate the Day of German Unity. 

The negotiations with the victorious powers in the Second World War were decisive in coming this far. Although these negotiations were known as the "Two plus Four" negotiations, in reality, they were more like "One plus Two" negotiations: between Helmut Kohl, George Bush Senior and Mikhail Gorbachev. I would like to express my particular thanks to you and your party for the role played by George Bush Senior during these pivotal moments. He had a great deal of trust in the Germans and did not doubt them, something which cannot be said of everybody in my own country. Some people, particularly intellectuals, feared the emergence of a new nationalism, but this did not happen. Even the celebrations when the German football team, led by Franz Beckenbauer, won the World Championships in Italy in the summer of 1990 were not particularly effusive. 

Reunification brought major changes for many people in the East. They often had to change jobs several times, many lost their jobs and have still been unable to find new jobs, particularly new jobs in line with their training. Nevertheless, social security provision, individual freedoms and a prosperity of which nobody would have dreamed during GDR times have now come to be taken for granted by all East Germans too. There are many success stories of German unity: modern factories, redeveloped towns and villages, salvaged cultural heritage, palaces and museums and an intact environment. The city of Dresden is the biggest producer of microchips in Europe. The medieval town of Quedlinburg, like the gardens of Wörlitz, the Wartburg Castle in Eisenach, the Sanssouci Palace in Potsdam and the Museum Island in Berlin are world cultural heritage sites. In Berlin, the world's top architects have designed new buildings; old buildings have been painstakingly restored, and greater investments are being made than in other parts of Europe in state-of-the-art public transport infrastructure, in cultural and research institutes. 

Thirdly, let me conclude with a few remarks concerning our situation today.

Germany has severe problems in pushing forward the reforms needed to our social security systems, to taxation law and to the extremely regulated labour market. Our non-wage labour costs are too high. Labour is too expensive in Germany. We are living beyond our means. Of course, German reunification had to be paid for, of course, the pensioners from the GDR had not paid into the West's pension funds, and, of course, firms in the GDR were desperately in need of modernisation. But, after 1990, the economy in the West was boosted as a result of the work generated by reconstruction and the additional consumption in the East. This was why the restructuring and changes necessary in Germany were tackled until too late and are thus even more urgently needed today. 

In 1990, the legislative and regulatory framework in existence in West Germany, which was far too detailed, was extended to cover the new Länder in the East with barely any adjustments. It would have been better, in particular less costly, if some things, such as taxation law or labour law, had been simplified and made more flexible at that time. 

We are now experiencing a similar situation with regard to EU eastern enlargement. Here too, the new accession countries must meet all the requirements of the treaties, even though we already more or less know that this cannot be kept up or financed in the long term. The chairwoman of the Christian Democratic Union of Germany, Dr. Angela Merkel, drew attention to this problem in her speech in the Bundestag last week, on 30 April. This problem has been caused by the old EU of 15 Member States, which did not manage to reform to the extent necessary for an enlarged EU of 25. As was the case with German unity, we are making demands on the new Member States which they are unable to meet and we are requiring them to comply with regulations which ought to be scrapped. 

So we have many concrete tasks ahead of us. The new EU is the largest single market in the world. But we must also agree on the values which unite us and on the boundaries of Europe. 

But the topic of the Autumn 1989 Peaceful Revolution has not yet been laid to rest.  This revolution, the toppling of the SED dictatorship, was Germany's only successful freedom revolution. What happened then, and the happy official reunification of the Germans, is something whose historical implications have still not been fully understood in Germany. The events could even be developed into Germany's founding myth. But this is something which we have so far failed to recognise. 

I hope you were able to understand me. All I really wanted to say was that you are guests in an interesting country and a very exciting city.

Thank you very much for your attention.

