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Battle for Berlin: Merkel Stands Alone
Against Putin

Germany'’s beleaguered chancellor is facing threats from all corners

By Bradley Jardine

November 24, 2016

Evgeny Tonkonogy

Democracy is “hard work and should not be taken forBgranted,” U.S. President Barack Obama
warned during his farewell visit toBEurope. He had reason to be worried. After populist
insurrections overturnedBorthodoxies in Britain and the U.S., and now threaten to surge
across Europe inBthe coming months, the continent’s political union may well be at threat.

In the face of this coming storm, Germany’s normallyBreserved Angela Merkel has become
an unlikely hero for the liberal order. ButBafter 11 years in power, the chancellor is vulnerable
and under attack from allBdirections, not least from the East.

For the past two years, Merkel has forged strong positionsBon Russia, and played a central
role in ensuring continent-wide agreement on aBsanctions regime. By doing so, she went
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against German business interests andBupset the country’s political and economic
establishment. Merkel managed to winBover her critics, but amid the Syrian refugee crisis,
divisions have re-emergedBand grown.

Russia is desperate to exploit this situation, and MerkelBhas acknowledged that the
propaganda campaign is already under way: “We areBalready, even now, dealing with
Russian disinformation,” Merkel said at aBrecent press conference. “This could play a role
[in Germany’s upcomingBparliamentary] election campaign.”

Anti-Americanism

Russian propaganda falls on fertile soil in Germany, whereB44 percent of the population
distrust politicians and the media. Many inBpopulist opposition movements criticize the
mainstream press, dismissing it asBthe “Lugenpresse” (lying press). “Germans are also very
prone to conspiracyBtheories,” Nikolai Klimeniouk, a German media contributor for the
FAZEnewspaper told The Moscow Times.

The Kremlin’s narrative finds an “unjustifiably sympathetic” Bear in Germany, says
Klimeniouk. “Anti-American attitudes often blind people toBRussian misdemeanors.”

There is a clear inconsistency in German perspectives on theBRU.S. and Russia. For example,
the National Security Agency (NSA) scandal, inBwhich Washington had been recording
Merkel’s cell-phone calls for a decade,Bsparked public outrage. In contrast, last year’s hacker
attack on 14 BundestagBservers, attributed to a Russian military intelligence agency,
attracted “veryRlittle public attention or interest” says Klimeniouk.

The U.S. spying scandals have also triggered another ofEBGermany’s deep-rooted, post-war
political sentiments: hostility toward the NATORalliance. Germans are very opposed to
militarism, though their relationshipBtoward international security is more complex. “The
German political class areBvery uncomfortable in their new role as a major global player,”
saysBKlimeniouk. “They wish to push all conflict and risks aside.”

Such concerns enhance the public’s receptivity towardBappeasing their neighbor to the east.
Ignorance Is Strength

Experts refer to Russia’s military strategy as “hybridBwarfare” — war without formal
declarations, rules or borders. Instead ofBweapons, belligerents scuffle using propaganda.

Moscow’s flagship German strategy was the launch of alBGerman-language version of the
Kremlin-funded propaganda TV network, RT. RussiaRis also trying to gain influence on
German radio. For instance, last August,BGerman radio stations received an offer to buy
several news segments. BehindBthe offer was Sputnik, a sister network to RT, which now
receives 10 percent ofRits global traffic from Germany.

Following Merkel’s decision to provide refuge to 1 millionBSyrians, Russian propaganda has
made audacious attempts to influence the newsBagenda.

According to a Jan. 16 report on Russia’s Channel One, a 13Byear-old girl named Lisa, whose
family immigrated to Germany from Russia,Bdisappeared on Jan. 11 and did not resurface for



30 hours. The presenter statedBgravely: “Evidence has emerged that migrants in Germany
have started rapingBchildren.”

Russia’s Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov gleefully broke withBdiplomatic convention to
suggest that German politicians were “whitewashing theBreality” of Lisa’s disappearance to
make it “politically correct.”

However, investigators determined that she’d spent the nightBwith a male friend because of
problems at school, but it was already too late.ERT and Sputnik were already at work
mobilizing Germany’s Russian-speaking®Bcommunity, whose Berlin demonstrations were a
prelude to a wave of protestsEthat followed.

The “Spataussiedler” (late repatriates) — ethnic Germans whoHBleft Russia in the 1990s —
number 2.5 million and are a major electoral factor.B“Before, perhaps 70 percent were loyal
to Merkel’s Christian Democratic UnionB(CDU) party as gratitude for its repatriation policy in
the 1990s,” saysBKlimeniouk. But there has been a shift toward the right-wing
populistBAlternative for Germany (AfD) party.

AfD has actively courted this demographic, particularly inBthe state of Baden-Wurttemberg,
where the AfD garnered 52 percent of the vote inBBWartburg, a city that is home to a large
Russianspeaking community. The partyBis now in 10 of the country’s 16 state parliaments
and seems certain to winBseats in next year’s federal elections.

Haus of Cards

Germany’s parliamentary system, although more resilient toBpopulism than its Anglo-Saxon
counterparts, is still at threat from a breakdownHBin the traditional coalition structures.

“A bad coalition would be the Social Democrats (SPD),BGreens, and Die Linke” says
Klimeniouk. The latter party is not onlyEproRussian, but pro-Putin. During the Ukrainian
crisis, Die Linke delivered®‘“humanitarian aid” to the self-proclaimed Donetsk People’s
Republic, and one ofRits politicians recently declared Crimea to be Russian territory.

The Social Democrats could also pose a problem for theBsanctions regime as they remain
committed to their Cold War policy ofB0stpolitik, a form of appeasement. “The party
leadership are also Schroderites”Badds Klimeniouk referring to Gerhard Schroder, the former
SPD Chancellor knownHBfor his close ties to Russian lobbyists. The party would undermine
Berlin’sHrole as a major player against Russian aggression, says Klimeniouk.

The Kremlin could establish a pro-Russian coalition byBboosting the AfD’s campaign, which
is attracting CDU voters and weakeningBMerkel’s position. Putin is also hard at work courting
Horst Seehofer, the headBof the CDU’s Bavarian sister party, the Christian Social Union, and
recently®met him. The Kremlin is hoping to encourage division between Bavaria’s
rulingBconservatives and the CDU over the issue of Merkel’s refugee policy.

While Merkel’s popularity still hovers above 45 percent, itBis at its lowest since 2011. After
Brexit and Trump, nothing is certain.

“This election will be difficult — like no other electionBsince reunification,” Merkel said



after confirming that she would be standingBfor a fourth political term.
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