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In refugee crisis, Angela Merkel stands tall
Bernd Debusmann

Washington

P 

oliticians who put their ca-
reer on the line for doing 
the right thing are few and 
far between. But that is 
what German Chancellor 

Angela Merkel is doing as critics ac-
cuse her of having acted recklessly 
in opening the door to an immense 
flood of mainly Muslim refugees 
from Syria and other conflict zones.

For the first time in years, her ap-
proval rating — usually more than 
70% — has slipped to less than 50%. 
Criticism has come not only from 
East European leaders, led by Hun-
gary’s xenophobic Viktor Orban, 
but even from her own Christian 
Democratic Union and its Bavarian 
sister party.

Followers of the far-right Patriot-
ic Europeans Against the Islamisa-
tion of the Occident (Pegida) have 
been staging noisy anti-Merkel 
demonstrations. The populist right-
wing Alternative fuer Deutschland 
says it is gaining followers.

Merkel stands firm. “We can 
cope,” is her standard reply to those 
who say that even in a country as 
proud of its efficiency as Germany, 
absorbing a million refugees or 
more in a year is a monumental 
enterprise with long-term conse-
quences that will change the cul-
ture of the country.

The chancellor, not usually given 
to bold statements, has dismissed 
complaints boldly: “If we now have 

to start apologising for showing a 
friendly face in response to emer-
gency situations, then that’s not my 
country.”

In the same vein: “I’m happy that 
Germany has become a country 
that many people outside Germany 
now associate with hope.”

The new Merkel, champion of 
refugees, would be a fitting addi-
tion to Profiles in Courage, the 1957 
book by then-senator John F. Ken-
nedy about politicians who risked 
losing popularity for doing the right 
thing.

Merkel has, as of November 
22nd, been in power ten years and 
through much of her tenure she 
has been seen as a coolly calcu-
lating tactician, so much given to 
equivocation that her compatriots 
coined a new verb for her way of 
doing things — merkeln. It means 
refraining from stating clear opin-
ions, playing your cards close to the 
chest.

Opinion polls show that a grow-
ing number of Germans wonder 
whether Merkel’s “we can cope” is 
wishful thinking and some widely 
publicized glitches in the vetting 
and absorption process have pro-
vided ammunition for critics. Such 
was the case of Sumte, a village of 
102 inhabitants that was asked to 
accommodate 750 refugees.

The debate over the wisdom of 
opening the door so wide in Sep-
tember has rekindled speculation 
about the future of Merkel. Can she 
survive the refugee crisis and run, 
and win, a fourth term? The next 
federal elections are scheduled for 
September 2017 and Merkel said in 
August — before the refugee flood 
rose to unprecedented levels — that 
she intended to run.

However, there is renewed spec-
ulation that Merkel has an eye on a 
post that would enhance her global 
stature: secretary-general of the 
United Nations.

In February, a group of prominent 
women from academia formed the 

Campaign to Elect a Woman UN 
Secretary-General, pointing out 
that there have been eight men to 
hold the job since the world body 
was established 70 years ago. It’s 
high time for a woman, the group 
argues.

Merkel is on the group’s list of po-
tential candidates, alongside such 
figures as International Monetary 
Fund boss Christine Lagarde, for-
mer Irish President Mary Robinson, 

former Danish Prime Minister Helle 
Thorning-Schmidt and Federica 
Mogherini, the EU foreign policy 
chief. Before the campaign listed 
its candidates alphabetically, Mer-
kel topped the list. Her stand on 
the refugee crisis has won applause 
from many UN members.

The present UN secretary-gen-
eral, South Korea’s Ban Ki-moon, 
leaves office at the end of 2016. It 
is a post of global prestige but little 
actual power, which could be a dis-
incentive for Merkel whose power 
has grown steadily since she be-
came chancellor. Forbes magazine 
has ranked her “the most powerful 
woman on the planet” for nine of 
the last ten years running (she was 
No. 4 in 2010).

And while her star is fading, 
slightly, at home, it is shining 
brightly abroad. The latest of many 
accolades for the 61-year-old Lu-
theran pastor’s daughter: Her por-
trait on the cover of the Economist 
magazine, with the headline: The 
indispensable European. An edito-
rial showers praise. “Look around 
Europe and one leader stands above 
all the rest: Angela Merkel… In her 
ten years in office, Mrs Merkel has 
grown taller with every upheaval.”

Bernd Debusmann is a writer 
on foreign affairs based in 
Washington. He has reported from 
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civil war in Lebanon.

Migrants from Syria and Iraq take selfies with German Chancellor Angela Merkel near the Federal 
Office for Migration and Refugees in Berlin.
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Long-term bonds a solution to migration crisis?

E
urope hopefully 
headlined its summit 
in Malta on migration 
as “international” 
while knowing that it 
bears most of the 

responsibility.
This has happened by default. 

Europe did not provoke the rush 
of migrants. It cannot end the 
Syrian war and weak authoritarian 
governance in Eritrea that is driv-
ing people to leave their homes. It 
can either watch people die as they 
follow the trail that leads from the 
Mediterranean to the rich north or 
it can look after them and process 
asylum claims.

The issue may be international 
but immediate action has become 
a test of European-ness — of its 
heart, moral fibre, ability to unite 
in adversity and efficiently execute 
some sort of plan.

With some slip-ups and backslid-
ing, this is coming to pass.

Spain said on November 5th it 
rescued 517 people adrift in a boat 
off Libya. The Greek Coast Guard 
reported more than 370 people 
were saved in operations near 
Kos and Lesbos. In a sign that the 
asylum process may now be better 
resourced, especially in high-de-
mand countries such as Germany 
and Austria, a steady monthly rise 
in applications is reported.

The European Union as a whole 

also appears to be increasingly 
resigned to the inevitability of the 
situation. In the European Com-
mission’s latest report on the future 
of the economy, it predicted that an 
additional 3 million asylum-seekers 
could arrive on Europe’s shores by 
the end of 2016.

Interestingly, it said that the 
European Union’s overall popula-
tion would rise by just a fraction — 
0.4% — as a result of the influx and 
it forecast a small overall economic 
boost because of higher govern-
ment spending and a bigger pool of 
available labour.

And yet there is no denying the 
problems that soar up ahead like 
Alpine peaks. According to the 
UN refugee agency, by the end of 
October more than 760,000 people 
had entered Europe in search of 
sanctuary or jobs.

The unremitting flow has 
strained the resources of even 
Europe’s rich north. Sweden, which 
has taken the largest per capita 
share of refugees of any EU coun-
try, said it needs emergency aid. Its 
bills are multiplying as it runs out 
of government accommodations 
for refugees and contracts with ex-
pensive theme parks and ski resorts 
in the short-term.

A good example is High Chap-
arral, a Wild West theme park in 
rural southern Sweden where 400 
Syrians will get to try horseback 
adventures for $30 per head per 
night during the off-season that 
lasts until May.

What happens after that? It’s ob-
vious that Europe, not just Sweden, 
needs a sustainable plan for at least 
the next five years.

Cue George Soros, the Hungari-

an-born hedge fund manager and 
liberal philanthropist, who has 
put forward a rather interesting, if 
controversial, idea.

Soros, whose Open Society 
Foundations consistently argues 
for migration and asylum poli-
cies “grounded in economic and 
demographic realities, not driven 
by temporary political considera-
tions or popular misconceptions”, 
says that European countries 
need to find it appealing to accept 
refugees.

Absolutely right. There have 
to be incentives beyond the good 
public relations that comes from 
appearing to be compassionate.

Soros recommends that the 
European Union provide 15,000 
euros ($16,100) per asylum-seeker 
to each accepting country for each 
of the first two years to help cover 
housing, health care and education 
costs.

His second big idea is for the Eu-
ropean Union to raise this money 
“by issuing long-term bonds using 
its largely untapped AAA borrow-
ing capacity, which will have the 
added benefit of providing a justi-
fied fiscal stimulus to the European 
economy”.

As a supremely canny inves-
tor — Soros is one of the world’s 
30 richest people — his idea has a 
straightforward and unbeatable 
financial logic.

Chances are that long-term 
refugee bonds would be supported 
across the Arab world and beyond, 
a model of sustainable burden-
sharing in the global village.
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