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how merkel  
 Will Integrate  
a million  
   refugees

T
oday “hosanna,” tomorrow “crucify him!” These 
words from the Bible also apply in politics, as 
chancellor angela merkel, the daughter of a lutheran 
pastor, has had to learn. 

as this exploration of how Germany is coping 
with a million refugees based on “real facts” and not 
on “alternative facts” shows, neither “hosanna” nor 
“crucify” could be justified.

on September 4, 2015, after consultations with austria’s chancellor 
Werner Faymann, merkel gave the signal to leave open German borders 
for Syrian and other asylum seekers who were massing on the way from 
austria to German border points. She was responding to the breakdown 
of the Schengen area rules under which border countries of the european 
Union such as Greece and Italy had to control the Schengen area borders. 

as of august 2015, Donald Trump, then the republican candidate for 
the White house, still praised merkel in an interview with Time magazine 
“as probably the greatest leader in the world.” he expressed sympathy for 
Germany and the hometown of his grandparents in Kallstadt, rhineland 
Palatinate, although at the time the influx of refugees into the european 
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Union, especially into Germany, was growing day by day. 
later on his way to the White house, Trump radically 
changed his mind when he accused the German chancel-
lor of making “one very catastrophic mistake” by admit-
ting more than one million refugees. “What she’s done in 
Germany is insane. It’s insane,” he said on cBS. Trump’s 
dark scenario: “People are fleeing Germany which will 
never recover from merkel’s migrant folly.” he predicted 
for Germany an unimaginable and catastrophic increase 
in upheaval, radicalization, and Islamic terrorism. When 
the terrorist attacks in Würzburg and ansbach happened 
in the summer of 2016, Trump felt vindicated, arguing 
that the German government was to blame for the crimes 
by refugees. But after the disastrous attack when a terror-
ist drove a stolen truck into a Berlin christmas market, 
Trump switched from bashing merkel to using this new 
ISIS assault as a declaration of war: “We will … unite 
the civilized world against radical Islamic terrorism, 
which we will eradicate completely from the face of the 
earth,” and this will require that “The civilized world must 
change thinking!” 

In view of such sinister predictions on Germany’s 
refugee crisis, it might be useful to give a more realistic 
assessment of how Germany so far has been coping on 
the federal, state, and community level—supported by a 
countrywide outpouring of spontaneous help from parts of 
the population—with the huge inflow of refugees. 

It soon became apparent that merkel’s “We can do it” 
welcome stance towards the huge influx of refugees need-
ed to be viewed in the context of more and more eU mem-
ber countries closing their borders and the German interest 
in keeping a deeply divided european Union together. The 

inflows of refugees changed europe’s political landscape 
by giving a boost to right-wing, anti-immigrant parties, 
including Germany’s alternative für Deutschland, which 
can expect to enter the Bundestag in the September 2017 
federal elections. 

How tHe refugee crisis came about
First and foremost, the procedures for the registration of 
refugees under the so-called eU Dublin system didn’t 
work. So Greece, the main destination of flows from 
Turkey, and Italy, the main destination of flows from 
north africa, were unable to fulfil their obligations. at the 
peak of incoming refugees in 2015, hundreds of thousands 
of migrants marched and drove without registration into 
other eU member countries with open borders. 

most heavily affected by the refugee flows migrat-
ing from the border countries north have been Germany, 
austria, Sweden, and Denmark. Several attempts by the 
German government to reach agreements for fair distribu-
tion of refugees among the eU members failed complete-

ly. member countries in eastern europe in 
particular refused to cooperate. hungary, 
the eU member with an outside border to 
the east, closed its borders to Serbia, which 
led to inhuman refugee catastrophes. 
refugees in Greece and Italy were faced 
with unacceptable living conditions. The 
financial, administrative, and personnel as-
sistance promised by the eU commission 
and eU member countries has been slow 
and often never provided. 

On November 10, 2015, German 
Chancellor Angela Merkel talks to 
Frank-Jürgen Weise, the head of 
the Federal Employment Agency 
and the Office of Migration and 
Refugees, in a closed session of her 
party at the Berlin Reichstag.d
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Therefore, the burden of registration and basic sup-
port fell on the main receiving countries: Germany, austria, 
Denmark, and Sweden. Due to the uncontrollably huge in-
flux of mainly unregistered refugees, the administrative and 
social infrastructure was quickly overloaded. This caused 
a politically explosive backlash in parts of the population 
in these countries. austria, Denmark, and Sweden eventu-
ally closed their borders and Germany enforced border con-
trols. The european Union restricted freedom of movement 
across borders—a basic eU principle—for a limited time 
frame of several months, which already has been extended.

tHe eu-turkey Deal Helps 
The early eU-Turkey deal—the establishment of the 
Turkey refugee Facility of 2015 that merkel pushed 
hard to get from Turkey’s new “Sultan” recep Tayyip 
erdogan—in a few months led to a significant reduction 
of incoming asylum seekers. The refugees were prevented 
by Turkish authorities from reaching Greek shores by boat 
and those who made it illegally would be taken back by 
Turkey. as compensation, the european Union promised 
financial support for keeping refugees in the country. 

official German government estimates put the refugee 
influx for the year 2015 at about 900,000, falling in 2016 to 
about 280,000 with the expectation of further decline. 

even at the much lower level of incoming refugees, 
there remains the major task of securing proper registra-
tion and handling the huge backlog of still unprocessed 
refugees already in Germany. For the German authorities 
and the engaged non-government helpers on all levels and 
in all regions, processing more than a million refugees re-
mains still a mindboggling task. how are they to register 
still-pending difficult cases where refugees have no prop-
er consular papers to determine a person’s true identity? 
how can they find those refugees who disappeared with-
out registration? how are they to sort out, imprison, and 
deport criminals or potential terrorists to their home coun-
tries? how will they develop efficient safety nets against 
terroristic attacks? how can they keep mostly young men 
from becoming radicalized? 

considering Germany’s federal structure, there still 
is no unified federal procedure for deporting refugees 
without asylum status to their home countries. The fed-
eral government is increasing financial incentives for 
non-admitted refugees to return to their home countries 
on a voluntary basis, which is partly accepted. But several 
home countries, such as the maghreb states, are refusing 
to take back their refugees. To get the large contingent of 
illegal migrants to return to their home countries is con-
sidered by many a “mission impossible.” So it is one of 
chancellor merkel’s crucial tasks to negotiate with the 
home state governments on this crucial issue.

one also cannot ignore that in parts of the popula-
tion and in some regions, envy and hatred against refugees 
remain a serious problem. Some with low pensions and 
welfare payments, such as the unemployed, handicapped, 
less qualified, sick, elderly, women as single parents, and 
migrants already in the country, feel disadvantaged. It is 
easy for right-wing parties and extra-parliamentary protest 
groups to point out that the refugees now receive taxpayer 
money that would otherwise increase small pensions and 
welfare support, or secure affordable housing and health-
care. Part of the reality at the refugee front in Germany is 
also a spike in attacks on refugees. according to the 2016 
Federal criminal Police office report, there were 970 at-
tacks on homes and 2,396 crimes against refugees outside 
their residences. 

institutional infrastructure in key role
The consensus in Germany right from the beginning has 
been that refugee management must be closely connected 
with integration into work; this implies the crucial role 
of Germany’s long-established institutional framework. 
What matters further is a particular comprehensive net-
work of highly professional education centers available 
that can service refugees. most crucial, however, is the 
willingness of official and private sector actors at all lev-
els, along with employers and trade unions, to shoulder re-
sponsibility for the integration of refugees. There is an es-
pecially noteworthy example: employers and trade unions 
in the Governing Body of the Ba (Federal employment 
agency) agreed to finance language and integration cours-
es for 220,000 refugees in the year 2015 with about €400 
million from their contributions to unemployment insur-
ance. Thus, they have provided important financial sup-
port for the refugees, since the federal government was not 
ready to meet its obligations due to budgetary constraints.

This explains why, at the peak of incoming refu-
gees in September 2015, merkel appointed the head of 
the Ba, Frank-Jürgen Weise, as “refugee czar” and also 
put him in charge of the Federal office for migration and

When the terrorist attacks in Würzburg 
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of 2016, Trump felt vindicated.
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refugees (BamF). This way, she could ensure that both 
key federal nationwide operating administrations would 
work together as closely and efficiently as possible.

The BamF, headquartered in nürnberg, is a federal 
authority under the jurisdiction of the Federal ministry of 
the Interior and acts as the competence center for migra-
tion and integration in Germany, “responsible for asylum, 
refugee protection, the promotion of voluntary return and 
integration support.” Its staff of about 10,000 decides on 
the asylum applications on the basis of the pertinent le-
gal and administrative requirements and supports immi-
grants with various programs. These include integration 
courses for immigrants and immigration consulting. 

Weise, who has led the Ba since 2004, is especially 
experienced in successfully turning complex administra-
tive mega-bodies from sluggish into well-functioning 
public organizations. he changed the Ba from a notori-
ous deficit organization that depended on large govern-
ment subsidies into a well-functioning service-oriented 
public institution with high surpluses. In the short time 
since his installment in the BamF in September 2015, 
Weise has successfully sped registration and asylum pro-
cedures despite considerable disputes and blockage from 
personnel on the issue of work schedules.

 
IntegratIon Into work and socIety

as German communities and government at all levels 
address the refugee challenge, key questions arise. can 
the influx of mostly young male refugees into the labor 
market balance the reduction and aging of population 
and labor force, as well as the increasing labor short-
age? What will integration cost and who will pay for it? 

To cope with more than a million refugees since 
the summer of 2015, the “toolkits” for refugee man-
agement and integration had to be quickly and broadly 
improved. 

“early intervention” is not only the name for one 
of the first Ba pilot programs, but also a basic principle 
of integration. The counseling staff of the Ba look for 
the earliest possible access to the refugees already in 
the registration camps in order to discover their work 
capacity and the necessary preparation.

The legal framework had to be quickly improved, 
including reducing the time limits for access to work 
and granting admission for young refugees to appren-
ticeship training and two years’ employment. This is 
especially important in order to ease the resistance to 
accepting asylum seekers of small- and medium-sized 
companies. The initial euphoria in business about in-
tegrating the mostly young refugees has now been 
followed by disillusionment and realism. By the end 
of 2016, according to the Ba, 30,000 refugees were 

integrated into the labor market, mainly in unskilled or 
temporary work such as cleaning, warehousing, logis-
tics, hotel, and catering.

overcoming language barriers as an essential pre-
requisite for integration into work is high on the pri-
ority list. The BamF is responsible for the allocation 
of the participants, professional education institutions 
carry out the practical implementation, and the federal 

government is responsible for financing. an indispens-
able condition for participation, however, is admission 
as an asylum seeker or high probability for admission. 
at the beginning of the immigration surge, the supply 
of language courses was completely inadequate. It has 
since been expanded to nearly 300,000 participants. 
Important also is a qualitative improvement in the lan-
guage and integration courses. These include coordina-
tion with occupational requirements, consideration of 
the individual qualifications and educational needs, and 
the possibility of part-time courses accompanying vo-
cational training, work, or family responsibilities.

The determination of professional competencies 
poses an especially big challenge. The Ba has to de-
termine the skills of the refugees in education, training, 
and professional experience, and therefore develop, with 
employers and trade unions, a range of measurements. 
They also are working together with the Bertelsmann 
Foundation on developing a special tool for discovering 

Continued from page 62
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Processing more than a million refugees 

remains still a mindboggling task.

occupational competencies. Guidance is provided to 
counseling staff in the labor offices for comprehensive 
procedures for finding out refugee qualifications. 

Getting information on the need for vocational ed-
ucation and training to the many young refugees is cru-
cial. There is a complete deficit in understanding of the 
importance of vocational training as a necessary pre-
condition for career prospects in Germany. many young 

refugees prefer to make money as quickly as possible. 
They often need to pay the debt for their long and dan-
gerous journey or support their families at home. They 
need to understand that for a regular job, income, and 
social security in Germany, several years of investment 
in language and training are necessary. 

refugee dIsaster averted 
Daily dramatic television pictures in Germany gave the 
impression of uncontrolled and unsustainable refugee mi-
gration. There was the specter of labor markets, flooded 
with migrants, social benefits plundered, infrastructure 
and housing blocked. Undoubtedly, there have been severe 
bottlenecks in the past year, especially in the regional cen-
ters of immigration. Social hot spots such as Berlin with 
thousands of refugees camping in the streets overnight 
waiting to get into registration offices or shelter centers 
made the news every day. But the predicted social refugee 
disaster could be averted in most German communities 
and regions, especially after the refugee inflow tapered off. 

however, there remains the herculean task of in-
tegration into work and society. a crucial condition 
will be to work against prejudices as well as real con-
flicts between the refugees and disadvantaged people 
in Germany. It is still not fully clear how many of the 
refugees who have entered since 2014 have remained in 
Germany. Immigration trends in the coming years are 
even less clear. 

as reported by the Institute for labor market and 
Vocational research, which is part of the Ba, some 
770,000 refugees are still in Germany. approximately 
425,000 of them are categorized as available for work. 
This is less than 1 percent the German total work force 
of 43.6 million. after all, Germany is europe’s largest 

economy with a GDP of about €3,025 billion in a coun-
try of about 82 million inhabitants. 

It is projected that the number of those refugees ac-
tively looking for work will shrink considerably. If one 
takes into account that the demographic decline in the 
labor force in Germany until the year 2030 will reach 3.6 
million workers, there should be sufficient scope for the 
integration of refugees into the labor market. This can be 
seen as a chance to make up for the demographic shrink-
ing of German population and employment.

MIgrants: curse or BlessIng?
For decades there have been severe shortcomings in 
German immigration politics. on the one hand, econom-
ic prosperity could not have been achieved without mil-
lions of migrants. on the other hand, society and politics 
were not accepting of Germany as an “immigration coun-
try.” Therefore, until recently there has been no coherent 
legislation for handling the immigration challenge. The 
major conservative parties—the cDU and cSU—are tra-
ditionally opposed to an “Immigration law” that would 
provide a coherent legal base for regulating immigration. 

In the past fifteen years, economic developments in 
Germany have been based on net inflows of an average 
of 200,000 immigrants per year. migrant workers came 
from Turkey and southern and eastern europe, mostly for 
employment, filling openings in the labor force. 

who pays the refugee BIll?
eight months before the next Bundestag elections, the 
dispute over paying the refugee integration bill is in full 
swing. at the end of January, the Berlin finance ministry 
issued a report saying that for the year 2016, coping with 
the refugee crisis required total budget outlays of close to 
€21.7 billion, with the expectation that a similar amount 
will need to be spent in 2017.

This includes €7 billion in financial help for the 
home countries of refugees as an incentive to improve 
economic conditions so people stay home. more than €5 
billion is earmarked for registration, infrastructure, and 
social welfare, and €9.3 billion has been transferred to 
the German states.

 
an econoMIc stIMulus prograM?

There is also a heated debate on the economic and finan-
cial implications of the huge annual refugee bill. Based 
on economic analyses, the integration expenditures have 
the effects of an economic stimulus program, especially 
for producers and service providers. For instance, there is 
a demand spike for residential containers, housing, living 
and housing accessories, but also increases in consumer 
demand. 
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meanwhile, there is an unusual potential problem 
for the central bank regarding taxes. a large tax cut that 
might spur stronger growth than an economy already at 
or pretty close to full employment could readily tolerate 
would be one thing. an altogether different type of tax 
applied just to the value of imports would be another. 
house Speaker Paul ryan and representative Kevin 
Brady of Texas, chairman of the tax-writing house 
Ways and means committee, are pushing exactly that. 
The proposal seems simple but is far from it. Businesses 
would pay a 20 percent tax on all types of imports. Those 
exporting products would pay nothing. So the cost of im-
ports paid by the importer would rise and that business 
could be expected to raise the price of, say clothing from 
Bangladesh. But advocates say, no, not necessarily, be-
cause the value of the dollar would be likely to rise, too, 
so the importers’ cost in dollars might not rise despite 
the tax. So the government would get its money without 
inflation necessarily accelerating at all, or so the argu-
ment goes. There are two other important features of the 
proposal: one would end corporations’ ability to deduct 
interest payments as a business expense, which would 
encourage companies to issue equity to raise funds rather 
than borrowing; the other would allow them to treat capi-
tal expenditures as an expense and deduct their cost im-
mediately rather than amortizing over their useful life.

But talk about uncertainty. There’s no way anyone 
could be sure how much the value of the dollar might 
rise. To the extent it went up, it would offset part of the 
higher cost to importers and thus would have less of an 
impact on U.S. inflation. however, those tax-free exports 
would cost foreign purchasers more in terms of their own 
currency, and sales of U.S. exports likely would fall un-
less exporters slashed their prices. Furthermore, foreign 
countries, businesses, and individuals have trillions of 
dollars’ worth of outstanding dollar-denominated debts 
which suddenly would be much more costly to repay. 

The United States benefits enormously from the 
fact that the dollar is the world’s reserve currency. In that 
role, it is involved in nearly nine-tenths of the $5 trillion 
dollars in worldwide currency transactions each day and 
more than half of world trade finance. This dominant role 
means, among other things, that the U.S. government can 
borrow more cheaply than most other countries, and a 
deliberate move to raise the value of the dollar in this 
fashion could cause foreign investors to shun U.S. assets.

In short, this sort of tax reform could prove to be a 
major headache for the Fed as it would have to shape mon-
etary policy to minimize the upheaval in world financial 
markets. Perhaps none of the problems would become 
acute, but the tax would pose serious risks that could be 
avoided with a more conventional tax reform regime. u

B e r r y
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Following this line of reasoning, the International 
monetary Fund and the Deutsche Bundesbank agree 
that in the case of Germany, the integration of refugees 
can lead to higher economic growth—up to more than 
1 percent by 2020. There is, they argue, sufficient scope 
for financing the refugee bill. at the same time, the in-
tegration cost will amount to only about 0.3 percent of 
a gross national product of about €3 trillion. The refu-
gee cost as a share of GDP is much lower in Germany 
than in Sweden and Denmark, and about the same as 
in austria. Germany’s central bankers, known for their 
rather conservative expenditure stance, note: “Thanks to 
the current favorable economic situation, however, there 
is sufficient scope within government budgets to absorb 
the associated financial burdens without breaching the 
deficit ceilings.” 

the european dIMensIon 
In the professional integration of current and future refu-
gee flows, cooperation and the exchange of experience 
beyond national borders are required as never before. 
The Ba has been a leading player in the coordination 
of european and international labor market authorities 
for many years. It therefore maintains a liaison office in 
Brussels for european matters. In the last few years, coop-
eration in integration of refugees has been top priority. The 
leading role in the european network of public services 
is crucial. Within this network, a special working group 
for integration of refugees promoting mutual learning and 
benchmarking across europe has been established.

For Germany, coping with a million refugees will 
continue to be a challenge, but one that can be met with 
the proper application of resources and organization. u


