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Labor in Focus by Rainer Apel 

Monetarists spur poverty in Germany 

On Arthur Burns's cue, the Free Democrats have launched the 

drive to destroy the industrial labor force in West Germany. 

"F ighting unemployment has 
never played an important role at the 
beginning of an economic recovery." 
This has become one of the slogans of 
West German government spokesmen 
whenever they have to speak on the 
economic situation. The other slogan 
is: ''The costs of labor are too high in 
Germany; that is what is wrong." 

The latter argument was intro
duced into the economic debate by 
none other than the outgoing U. S. am
bassador, Arthur Bums, in a series of 
interviews appearing in mid-March. 
Former U.S. Fed chairman Bums, a 
staunch proponent of monetarist doc
trines (for example, usury), proposed 
to lower workers' wages to prompt 
more investment and job-creation. 
Bums proposed to have the workforce 
pay for the depression caused by the 
monetarist at the International Mone
tary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank. 

Bums's proposals have been am
plified by the Free Democrats, Chan
cellor Kohl's coalition partners, who 
called for measures to lower the "costs 
of labor." 

This is what Helmut Haussmann, 
the economic policy spokesman of the 
Free Democrats, said in several inter
views during early April, and this is 
what Bonn Economics Minister Mar
tin Bangemann-the national chair
man of the Free Democrats-has said. 
Haussmann told the weekly Bildzei
tung on April 2: "If a worker cannot 
find a job for 20 deutschemarks an 
hour, why should he 00 prevented from 
finding another one for eight deut
schemarks, instead?" Haussmann at
tacked the labor movement for "rais
ing obstacles to new flexibility on the 

16 Economics 

employment front"-and the German 
labor movement, Social and Christian 
Democrats alike, called on Chancellor 
Helmut Kohl to "denounce this prov
ocation immediately." 

Numerous other prominent Free 
Democrats, among them the former 
economics minister Count Lambs
dorff, have backed Haussmann's pro
vocative call. On April 10, Bange
mann poured more fuel into the heated 
debate on wage cuts in an interview 
with Bildzeitung. Bangemann said: 
"Work has become too expensive in 
our country. . . . I am sure an unem
ployed worker prefers to have a job 
with less than the average-contract 
pay, rather than lying on the street." 

Calling for "regional differentia
tion of wage levels," in order to make 
regions with lower wages "more at
tractive to investments," Bangemann 
said he considered it "an insanity that 
there are the same wages at Arbed 
Steel, which is deep in the red, as at 
Thyssen Steel, which makes a good 
profit." Bangemann also demanded 
that the lower-income categories of 
work be given lower increases in fu
ture wage-bargaining rounds. Bange
mann leaked in Bonn that he wants to 
cut state subsidies to zero--to contrib
ute to the "consolidation of the admin
istrative budget." 

What the FDP proposals, and es
pecially Bangemann's, mean for the 
depressed West German economy is 
drastically shown by the company he 
named-Arbed Steel. Arbed, the main 
industrial production center and larg
est employer of industrial labor in the 
state of Saarland, had 22,000 workers 
five years ago, but the world steel cri-

sis and the European Commission's 
steel production quotas have ruined 
the company: At present, only 14,000 
steel workers are employed at Arbed, 
and most of them at the main plant in 
the city of Volklingen. 

Now-with steel going down, 
mining and supplying industries will 
collapse. Tax incomes fall for the cit
ies and the state, as well as private 
consumption. Unemployment turns 
into long-term unemployment, into 
social welfare conditions, and then 
poverty. Employment is kept at the 
current evel by state subsidies which 
have to be paid from credits taken by 
the government. Debt service for 
credits absorbs all of the surplus left 
in the state. Saarland finds itself in a 
situation similar to many Third World 
countries. 

Saarbruecken, the capital of Saar
land, once had the Burbach plant of 
Arbed Steel with several thousand steel 
workers employed. The plant col
lapsed-part of a much ballyhooed 
"consolidation plan." The unemploy
ment rate in Saarbruecken jumped up 
to one of the highest in West Ger
many, over 17%. Another 15% of the 
population is on welfare. 

The situation in Voelklingen, the 
site of the other big plant of Arbed 
Steel, which is still working, is even 
worse, since the city's population 
solely depends on steel, mining, and 
the supplying industries. Voelklingen 
had an official unemployment rate of 
19% in March, with another 5% of the 
total population on welfare. The city 
administration expects that of the 
1,400 still working at the plant, be
tween 2,000 and 4,000 will have to be 
laid off in 1985 or by spring of 1986 
at the latest, when the subsidies are 
scheduled to be cut. The unemploy
ment rate would jump to 30 or 35%, 
and the rate of welfare recipients would 
double. 
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